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[Focus on Recruitment, Pay and Getting Ahead]

MANY PEOPLE FANTASIZE about quitting their jobs in a blaze of self- righteous anger. You vent all your long-simmering grievances to your boss, tell off your co-workers and deliver a fiery monologue about everything wrong with the company.

That, of course, is a stupid idea. Most people know that. But many workers nonetheless struggle with how to quit their jobs gracefully. It's a tricky task, and an important one to handle well. A poorly executed resignation is more likely than ever to come back to haunt you. With job-hopping and layoffs so common now, you need as many friendly contacts in your network as possible, including former co- workers and bosses. Someday, you may need them to help you find a new job. And even after you quit, a merger could potentially reunite you with your former colleagues.

"You just never know who you're going to be working for again, and you want to make sure you haven't burnt any bridges," says Jory Marino, a New York managing partner at Chicago-based executive-search firm Heidrick & Struggles International Inc. "Leave the emotional issues at home."

Jeff Kaye, chief executive officer of Kaye/Bassman International Corp., a search firm based in Plano, Texas, recalls a woman who learned the consequences of poor resignation the hard way. When quitting her job at a biotechnology firm, she told her boss all the things she felt were wrong with the company. "She just didn't feel like the organization knew what they were doing," he says. Her tone was "very condescending," he notes.

A month and a half later, his firm got a call from the woman: "You guys have got to get me somewhere else," she said, according to Mr. Kaye. Her old firm had just announced it was buying her new one. Even worse, her former boss was likely to be running her department. She feared he might lay her off or fire her. Even if he didn't, her hostile resignation would likely make their future relationship difficult. To try to avoid such a dicey situation, she's looking for another job, again.

That's exactly why Mr. Kaye and other recruiters counsel people not to alienate former employers. Even when you desperately want to vent, restrain yourself. Tell your boss you have enjoyed working at the company but don't want to pass up a new, compelling opportunity. Emphasize the lure of the new job rather than the flaws of the old one. Good reasons to give for leaving include the chance for more responsibility or greater impact on an organization, or the opportunity to learn new skills. If you've always wanted to move where this new firm is located to be closer to relatives, that's another good reason to cite. Above all, make sure to avoid blaming your old boss or company for your departure. Even if you detest your boss and think the company is lousy, thank your boss for providing you with a rewarding experience and emphasize how much you have learned on the job.

Before meeting with your boss, plan what you want to say. Write that down, and don't feel silly about bringing notes to the meeting. If you get nervous and forget what you want to say, glance down at your notes, Mr. Kaye suggests.

In the meeting, immediately say you're quitting rather than meandering your way to the big news. Lauren Williams, a managing partner for search firm Princeton Search Group, advises bringing a formal letter into your resignation meeting. That signals your determination to quit and lessens the likelihood your boss will counteroffer.

Sticking with your resignation once you've given it is generally the best strategy, recruiters say. Sometimes a counteroffer can lead to a better job and brighter long-term prospects at your current employer, but you have to know the culture of your firm to understand whether this will be the case. Often, taking a counteroffer is a bad idea. Mr. Kaye recalls a candidate who was a commercial lender at a bank. He resigned but then accepted a counteroffer to stay. The firm promised to promote him to department head. But soon after his decision, his boss was meeting the man's clients and establishing his own relationships with them. The boss feared that even though the man had decided to stay for the time being, he might still bolt -- taking clients with him.

So the boss began reassigning the accounts, marginalizing the lender and shrinking his responsibilities. Ultimately, the company even rescinded the promise of promotion. The man ended up leaving, but under much worse circumstances than if he had simply stuck with his original decision to quit. He couldn't seek a job at the company he had reneged on, and he could no longer boast a large client base to potential employers.

A well-handled resignation also involves deftly handling your last few weeks at work, cautions Meg Montford, a career coach based in Kansas City, Mo. Offer to help train your replacement, but don't try to guide that person too much or assert control over your projects. Ms. Montford also warns not to bad-mouth co-workers, bosses or the company in casual office conversations.

"Beware of telling tales you shouldn't be telling," Ms. Montford says. "Even though you've left the company thinking, 'I'm done with them,' 15 years from now, you may be needing a reference."


