Making the most of a probationary period


So you finally landed the job; the right job in the right field and with a good company. The money isn't quite what you'd hoped for, but your new employer has promised that if everything works out, once the probationary period is over, you'll receive a raise. 

Hmm...If everything works out: What exactly does that mean? 

I asked several human resources managers or hiring managers to weigh in on the topic and share their advice about ways and means to make the most of a probationary period.

According to one hiring manager, employers use the probationary period "to assess the performance of new employees to determine if they have the abilities they claimed to have on their resumes and during interviews, to see if they actually have the skills needed to do the job."
They look, as well, to see if the employee has a compatible work ethic, and gets involved, communicates well and fits in socially with managers and co workers. 

"There are usually many candidates with the skills to do the job," he explains. "But fitting into the team and the culture of the organization is generally as important, especially in smaller organizations. Sometimes the culture is very gregarious, and loners have trouble fitting in. And sometimes the reverse is true. The person needs to be able to 'gel' with the group."

A probationary period is a trial run, in other words, a chance for you and your employer to take each other's measure before either one of you actually signs on the dotted line. It can last anywhere from 3 to twelve months, depending on the position.

Making the most of this time can be a challenge. As the new kid on the block, you're in unfamiliar terrain, dealing with new people, being evaluated and judged in all sorts of different ways, some of them very subtle.

· Accept that your social and interpersonal skills are on display. Try to build strong professional relationships with your peers and supervisors. Relationships of this kind contribute directly to overall "fit" as well as advancement opportunities. 

· Be adaptable and flexible, prepared to try new roles, take on new responsibilities and participate in projects. Willingness of this kind is impressive, managers say. 

· Hone your attitude. One HR manager puts it this way: "People gravitate to those who have a positive outlook and a passion to make things better. Being part of the coffee machine whiners will not help you move ahead. If you do feel the need to complain or point out failings within the organization," she adds, "deliver this in a calm way and be sure to recommend a few suggestions to fix the problem." 

· Look for ways to add value. If you can find ways to improve the product or service, meet customer needs, reduce costs, or improve the work environment you'll be seen as someone who can innovate and implement ideas.

Throughout the probationary period, stay in evaluation mode yourself. Use the time to assess the culture of the organization ensure that in both cases there's a good "fit." 

Pay particular attention to the dynamics between you and your boss. More than any other single factor, this relationship will determine the success or failure of the probationary period, and ultimately of the job itself. 

It's your manager's responsibility during this time, for example, to set realistic goals, clearly communicate expectations, offer training, monitor your performance and provide feedback. If this doesn't happen, be wary. Be proactive and open discussions with her or him about issues like these.

So there you have it. To capitalize on a probationary period you need to recognize the variables over which you have little control and keep them on your radar nonetheless; the culture of the organization, for example, the expectations of the company and the overall management style of your supervisor. At the same time, actively manage the factors you can control; your attitude and work ethic, your understanding and respect for the employer's goals and objectives, your ability to build solid relationships. 
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