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From summer gig to bigwig

Some who start out just trying to make gas money can wind up in key positions years later with the same company.
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Nancy Hutson started working at Busch Gardens because it was fun, and because she needed money for college and to buy a car. That first summer, in 1982, she didn't even have her driver's license, so the Brandon teenager got her parents to drive her, or hitched a ride with friends who also worked there.

She spent three summers peddling popcorn to park goers. She planned to be a schoolteacher. Now Hutson, 40, is in her third year as the park's director of creative services.

Many teenagers flocking to summer jobs now just want some quick cash to pay their cell phone bills and buy tunes for their iPods. But, as Hutson attests, a summer job can morph into the first, unexpected step in a life's career.

Indeed, for businesses that value growing their leaders from within, no employee is too young when the bosses consider the company's future.

About 70 percent of the managers at Busch Gardens started working there as students, a spokeswoman said. A SnagAJob.com survey found that 93 percent of CEOs at Fortune 500 companies worked hourly jobs earlier in their careers.

"You never know," Hutson said, "if that job that you thought might just be for a couple months could change your life path."

After her junior year of college, Hutson returned to Busch Gardens as a dancer on a one-year contract. Dance, and the entertainment industry, were just hobbies for her. The average tenure for a worker in the leisure and hospitality industry is 7.2 years, according to the 2004 federal Current Population Survey. "I thought I'd see how far it would take me," Hutson said. "I never thought it would be almost 20 years."

After three years of full-time dancing at the park, Hutson became the assistant choreographer, then the choreographer. As director of creative services, she chooses which shows the park will buy or create, oversees the costume shop, and travels the country to supervise auditions. She helped nurture Busch Gardens' entertainment division from "three dance shows, a few bands and a bird show" in the 1980s to an operation of 17 full-time shows per year that has won accolades from the International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions.

“Companies like holding on to good employees no matter how young they are,” said Shawn Boyer, founder of SnagAJob.com. Teenagers looking for their first jobs "haven't developed any bad work habits yet," Boyer said. Companies "can train them without having to untrain them." Many times, Boyer said, he has visited companies' corporate headquarters, "and 80 percent of the folks sitting around the table started out working in an hourly position for that company."

John Lettow, Public Works director of Crystal River, remembers his first day working for the city, in 1979. He was 25, and he scrubbed toilets. "I said, 'I'm not going to do this for the rest of my life,' " he recalled. He wanted to be a police officer. He thought he would take a groundskeeping job for maybe six months.

But he kept moving up the ladder, and in the mid 1990s, he became the assistant Public Works director. Lettow, 52, has been in his current position for a year.

One thing he appreciates about working for the same city for so long, he said, is the chance to see his ideas go from the drawing board to culmination.

Joe DesRosier was 19 and a college freshman when he started working part time in the stockroom at the Beall's in Bradenton. That was 1976. Like Hutson and Lettow, he wasn't thinking of a career. "I was dating this girl, and her sister worked at Beall's," he said, "and I was tired of working the graveyard shift at Winn-Dixie." In his senior year at USF, where he studied accounting, he started job hunting. The corporate leaders at Beall's asked him to apply. He remembered that the company had always treated him well, and it offered him the most money. Now 48, he's the senior manager for the Pinellas County stores. He has been married to the girl who steered him to Beall's, Dianne, for 26 years.

For most workers, the idea of working for one company from graduation to retirement all but disappeared when younger baby boomers were subjected to company downsizing, said Beverly Kaye, an expert in employee retention.

"That psychological promise was broken," she said. "When the Generation Xers watched this happen to their parents, they said, 'I'm not going to depend on any one company. I'm going to depend on myself.' "

But keeping employees happy cuts down on the cost of recruiting and hiring new ones, and promoting from within is one way to build morale and loyalty among workers, said Sue Murphy, a spokeswoman with the National Human Resources Association. There are no secrets to turning a summer job into a career launch pad, say those who have done just that. It takes hard work, a willingness to try new things and the initiative to let your bosses know your intentions. Not to mention a dose of dedication.

Jeff Randall served French fries on his first day at Busch Gardens, when he was 18. He was hired as a seasonal worker, and his position was supposed to last only a month or two. "You have to say, 'Hey, I'm here. I want to do this. If an opportunity comes to move up, I'm definitely interested,' " said Randall, 44, the manager of plant engineering. He has a view of the Gwazi wooden roller coaster from his office. "I was like most people. I said, 'I'm not going to be here five years,' 'I'm not going to be here 10 years,'" Randall said. "I stopped counting after that."

Christina Rexrode can be reached at crexrode@sptimes.com or (727) 893-8215.

© Copyright, St. Petersburg Times. All rights reserved.

