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Joshua Lynsen felt the impact of 
the Great Recession firsthand. The 
news and multimedia editor of the 
Washington Blade was laid off in 
November 2009 when the local 
LGBT newspaper was abruptly shut 
down due to its parent company’s 
financial woes. Even though the 
paper quickly reformed as the DC 
Agenda (it ultimately reverted back 
to the Washington Blade moniker) 
and Lynsen was re-employed, his 
sudden termination was a wake-
up call that he needed to come up 
with a plan B. 

“I was fearful that I was flail-
ing,” says the Silver Spring resi-
dent. “I was really apprehensive 
about what the future held.”

Devising a plan for an alternative 
career as a safety net is easier said 
than done. The first step is often the 
most difficult, because it’s the most 
intangible. “Soul-searching is hard,” 
says career coach Mimi Darmstadter 
(301-728-6487; Mylifesworkcoach-
ing.com), who helps clients grap-
pling with this stage of the process. 
“I force people to ask themselves the 
tough questions: ‘What do I want to 
be when I grow up?’ ‘What’s impor-
tant to me?’ ‘What are the implica-
tions for other people?’”

A backup career has become a 
necessity as many industries face 
huge layoffs and even obsolescence. 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics esti-
mates 8.8 million people lost their 
jobs since the economic downturn 
began in December 2007. 

Not wanting to become a sta-
tistic, Lynsen began figuring out 
what his alternative career might be. 
While he broadened his knowledge 
and hands-on experience managing 
the Washington Blade’s online pres-
ence and community, he consult-
ed with Darmstadter. She pushed 
him to take stock of his skills and 

Kirsten Dawson reinvented herself as a restaurant construction project manager. 
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interests. “I realized that my strong 
writing background could trans-
late really well into the social media 
arena,” the 33-year-old says. “Cou-
pled with a growing interest in 
public relations, I thought I could 
parlay these skills into something 
really fun.” 

Lynsen ended up leaving the 
Blade in August 2010 to pursue 
this course change without hav-
ing a new job lined up yet. “It was 
a leap of faith,” he says. He landed 
a job last fall as an account execu-
tive and social media manager with 
Chase Communications, where he 
handles PR and online strategies 
for the company. 

Kirsten Dawson, of Haymarket, Va., 
had already successfully execut-
ed a plan B in her early 30s, when 
she switched from doing sales for 
a large technology firm to being 
a doula. She never dreamed she’d 
have to come up with yet another 
career, but then her 36-year-old 

husband had a massive stroke. 
Dawson immediately stopped 

working so she could focus on man-
aging the crisis. After a grueling 
year that included her husband’s 
unsuccessful attempt to return 
to work, Dawson had an epipha-
ny. “I realized that it was imper-
ative that I got back to a full-time 
job that could be something that I 
could use to provide for my family 
for the rest of my working life,” she 
says. “Because life was never going 
to be the same again.”

As she talked to friends about 
what career she might pursue next, 
Dawson kept being reminded of 
how much she enjoyed working 
as a server and a bartender before 
she had a family. Those positions 
weren’t fiscally viable options, but 
a friend in the industry passed on 
her résumé to Great American Res-
taurants. Dawson was hired into 
a junior position in the construc-
tion department, which oversees 
building new properties for the 
group. She was unsure of how much 
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she’d like the work, but she quickly 
learned a valuable lesson. “You can 
reinvent yourself into anything if 
you’re forced to,” she says. 

Six years later, she’s a construc-
tion project manager for the com-
pany. “There’s a self-satisfaction 
that comes from knowing you can 
learn something new,” Dawson says. 
“It takes a lot of hard work, ambi-
tion, and the support of family and 
friends, but it’s worth it.” 

Dawson was lucky to have friends 
who guided her toward her new 

career, because the process is not 
usually that easy. 

A key component to branching 
out into a new field is to evaluate 
your strengths. Executive com-
munications coach Larry Petcovic 
developed an online evaluation pro-
gram called SciPhD (Sciphd.com), 
which helps post-doctoral candi-
dates find work outside their pri-
mary industry. Like other, more 
general skill assessment tests such 
as Career Key (Careerkey.org) and 
SkillScan (Skillscan.com), this 
Web-based test determines cli-
ents’ strengths in 24 categories 

— such as “Delegation,” “Social 
Intelligence” and “Risk Manage-
ment” — then maps those results 
against various jobs. 

“It helps people find their hid-
den talents,” Petcovic says. “You 
need to figure out the skills you 
have that match the job you want, 
but you also have to figure out how 
your other skills enhance your 
ability to work with that business, 
which sets you apart from other 
applicants.”

Those who’ve figured out what 
they want to do and the skills 
required to do it should dip their 

toes in the water before plunging 
in, Darmstadter recommends. 
“Take a class or do some volunteer 
work,” she says. “Expose yourself to 
opportunities to experiment with 
that new identity.” 

No matter what course one 
decides to take, the experts agree 
that the best time to begin conceiv-
ing plan B is while plan A is still in 
effect, so financial and emotional 
stresses don’t cloud the process. 
Experts also recommend creating 
a savings cushion to give anyone 
between jobs some breathing space 
to weigh options. NEVIN MARTELL 

Joshua Lynsen left print journalism to 
handle PR for Chase Communications. 
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