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“I wanted to get out and see what's going on”

A passion for a better life leads Elva Bankins to business world achievement

SEAN SCULLY
SPECIAL TO THE BUSINESS JOLIRKAL

lva Bankins has always known
what she wanted.
“T always saw myself, even as a
teenager, carrying a briefcase and
wearing a business suit. I always saw my-
self that way. | always wanted to be that.”

As an African-American woman in 1960s
Baltimore, that dream seemed unrealistic,

*People would say to me, as a teenager,
who do you know that would be that way ...
And as a child growing up in Baltimore, |
didn't know anybody,” she said. “But I saw
people in magazines doing it; I couldn't
understand why I couldn’t do it.”

Today she does it. Every day.

Bankins is the senior vice president and
general manager in Philadelphia for Lee
Hecht Harrison, a worldwide career devel
opment company. [n that position, she
helps counsel people who are changing
careers — voluntarily or involuntarily —
and helps companies create in-house lead-
ership development programs.

Bankins' determination and profession-
alism is a great asset to Philadelphia, said
Liz Dow, president of Leadership Philadel-
phia, a nonprofit that works to connect pri-
vate industry executives with community
service organizations,

“She is unusually gifted at forging con-

nections between people,” Dow said. “She
is always going above and beyond in every
aspect of business.”

Bankins success today stems from a
restless desire to find a
better life.

It started with a job at
Baltimore (zas & Electric,
the big public utility in
her hometown, a job that
most people in her neigh-
borhood envied.

“My family and friends
thought | had ‘made it'
because I was working
for this public utility, And
I never felt that way. [ al-
ways felt this can't be the
end. Here [ am 24 years
old and I've always
wanted to get out of Balti-
more and see what else
was going on.”

She parlayed computer
skills she learned at Balti-
more (zas into a job as a software tech for a
company in Virginia, But still she wanted
more,

*] went to our national sales manager at
the time and said I would love to get into
sales. And he said no,” she said. “Techni-
cal people are not sales people.”

But she wouldn’t take no for an answer,

Elva L. Bankins

and after years of trying, she talked her
way into becoming a sales representative.
That led her to found her own company

in 1996, a consulting firm specializing in

training people to sell
large software applica-
tions. Then, however,
something unexpected
happened.

“As [ was doing presen-
tations and doing worlg, [
was asked to do other
presentations on selling
yourself — how you mar-
ket you,” she said.

More and more, she
found herself consulting
with people looking to
find new jobs, or do a bet-
ter job selling themselves
to their superiors in their
current companies,

“Some people from Lee
Hecht Harrison were in
the audience when I gave
a presentation, and they said “You'd be
great in our business, helping people learn
how to sell themselves or market them-
selves ... you would be great as a career
consultant,”™ she said.

She had never even realized there was
such a thing as a “career development” in-
dustry, but it turns out that her sales back
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ground made her a natural,

“Sales people have an inherent way of
looking at the bright side of things and not
thinking that a situation is not over and
done,” she said, “but thinking that this is
an opportunity to pursue something fur-
ther.”

In 2000, she got a fulltime job with Lee
Hecht Harrison in career development., “T
found that to be much more rewarding
than information technology, than teach-
ing people to sell computer software,” she
said. “Tt was a nice transition to help people
to learn how to market themselves.”







