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All the world’s a stage,


And all the men and women merely players;


They have their exits and their entrances,


And one man in his time plays many parts.


—William Shakespeare, As You Like It (Act II, Scene 7)
















INTRODUCTION



Life, Disrupted


My grandfather built cars on the assembly line for General Motors for over forty years. He spent a couple of years in the army during WWII plus one year of college when he got home and landed a union job welding chassis, which allowed him to send all three of his kids to college while my grandmother worked as a homemaker. His pension made retirement possible and almost comfortable. My mom earned her degree in secretarial studies and has been a full-time, salaried-with-benefits administrative assistant for nearly four decades. As a single mother, she couldn’t pay for college for my sister and me, but she earned enough to make our life work with a little assistance from her parents.


Today, neither of those jobs exist at a pay scale that would support a family. The stability and security of long-term employment at livable wages that my parents’ and grandparents’ generations enjoyed is long gone. Instead I am of the generation that has been preached at about the value of hard work and frugality, as though our occasional Sunday brunch of avocado toast is the reason we don’t have a down payment for a house, rather than a combination of astronomical student loan debt, restrictive housing policies that limit supply in many of the biggest employment markets, and the aforementioned disappearance of well-paid, salaried jobs for all but the most elite white-collar professions.1


You’ve all seen the headlines. “Why Millennials Are Facing the Scariest Financial Future of Any Generation Since the Great Depression,” the Huffington Post cried out.2 “My rent consumes nearly half my income, I haven’t had a steady job since Pluto was a planet and my savings are dwindling faster than the ice caps the baby boomers melted,” Michael Hobbes wrote, three years before a global pandemic set in. He goes on to note: millennials have taken on 300% more student debt than their parents,3 are half as likely to own a home as young adults were in 1975,4 and based on current trends, many of us won’t be able to retire until we’re seventy-five.5


Meanwhile, over at Medium, Clio Chang declared us the “Generation Shaped by Layoffs.”6 Chang profiled the layoff-riddled career path of San Francisco–based aspiring teacher Jayme Brown, who offered a sobering perspective: “My relationship with my work is one of mistrust,” she said. With five different jobs in less than seven years across tech startups and the nonprofit museum sector, Brown still hadn’t come any closer to the work she had wanted to do as a teacher. “I have very little trust for the system and for people running systems.”


And at BuzzFeed, Anne Helen Petersen had an equally dire assessment of the situation, granting millennials the title of the “Burnout Generation.”7 “Burnout and the behaviors and weight that accompany it aren’t, in fact, something we can cure by going on vacation. It’s not limited to workers in acutely high-stress environments. And it’s not a temporary affliction: It’s the millennial condition. It’s our base temperature. It’s our background music. It’s the way things are. It’s our lives,” she wrote.


Despite being better educated than our parents, millennials are the first generation in American history to be worse off economically.8 Why? Because earnings have stagnated, industries have cratered, the cost of housing, health care, and education have ballooned, and “innovations” in capitalism like moving employees off the balance sheet and turning them into permalancers, gig workers, or contract hires without benefits or future prospects rippled beyond Jack Welch’s much-lauded tenure at GE to become the norm for many of the biggest companies looking to boost their quarterly reports to Wall Street.9


But that’s not the only bad news here. Unfortunately, there’s a second trend we have to consider: Change is the new normal. The pace of innovation continues to accelerate, triggering changes both large and small, from the way we stay in touch with friends and family to the way new business models and technological capabilities shake and transform entire industries. Then there are disasters billed as “once-in-a-lifetime” that have somehow already made three appearances in my adult life (and probably yours too): 9/11 (my third week of college), the 2008 financial crisis (my third week of business school), and the COVID-19 global pandemic (just a few months after I became a mother). Add in the ongoing threat of global climate change and you have a recipe for a world that experiences a tectonic shift every decade or so with the aftershocks driving a state of nearly continuous disruption that touches every part of our lives.


So what’s a person to do? A pint of Ben & Jerry’s and a few affirmations aren’t going to solve this. And if we’re waiting for political or business leaders to save us, we’re going to be waiting a very long time. Instead, we need a new playbook to build a life that can withstand disruption and volatility, while providing for our needs and fueling the pursuit of our personal and professional dreams. It’s a tall order, but it’s not impossible. In fact, that playbook already exists in other contexts. It just requires a bit of creativity to adapt it for our purposes. Enter: The Portfolio Life.


I stumbled upon the idea for a Portfolio Life early on in my career, though I didn’t have the language for it until much later. At seventeen, I was a scholarship kid at an expensive college, where I took out loans and worked three jobs to cover my family’s financial contribution. While my interests were so varied that I wouldn’t have wanted to focus on just one thing, my economic situation made it clear that I couldn’t: I needed to put all of my skills to work if I was going to make it through school with decent job prospects on the other side. And given how hard I was working, I wanted to get my money’s worth. Since tuition was a flat rate whether I took 12 or 23 credits each semester, I graduated four years later with two majors, three minors, and more than 50 credits beyond what was required. Without a network or financial safety net from my family, I knew I had to be scrappy and create my own.


When I graduated, I opted to start my career in the nonprofit arts world, first as a regional theater director, then as an arts administrator for a national opera company. But as much as I loved the work, I soon discovered that these were not jobs that would cover my expenses. In a recent shift to run nonprofits more like businesses, philanthropists have begun to measure how much of an organization’s funding goes directly to their mission, which means the overhead needed to actually run things is usually underfunded. Instead, nonprofit employees are expected to take note of the warm, fuzzy feelings they get from doing work they care about, even though feelings cannot pay rent or be invested in a retirement fund. So I dug deep into my skill sets yet again to surface opportunities to supplement and diversify my income, lining up work as a set carpenter, taking on clients for standardized test tutoring, teaching piano lessons, and freelancing in content marketing. But when it finally became clear that working-class kids without other sources of support were unlikely to last very long in the arts, I decided to pivot to the business world and got my MBA before jumping into entrepreneurship and technology.


Like the arts, tech startups are a place where uncertainty, creativity, and opportunity go hand in hand. Building something from nothing can be terrifying, but it also can give you the space to think beyond the status quo and imagine something bigger, something better. Also like the arts, startups require you to wear many hats, making use of every skill, connection, and toolkit you can find because there is no surplus of resources.


The similarities between these seemingly disparate worlds—performing arts and tech startups—didn’t really surprise me. After all, I’d been a math and computer science geek as long as I had been a musician and theater nerd. And when I met a fellow math and theater multihyphenate through a mutual friend, I knew there had to be more than two of us. So we set out to discover and connect with our fellow multidisciplinary weirdos because we had a hunch that, collectively, they might hold the key to building a life of joy, growth, and fulfillment amid the seas of constant change.


My partner in podcasting was Cate Scott Campbell, an actor, director, and writer based in Los Angeles who also tutors math, consults on branding, and has the most impressive collection of wigs you’ve seen this side of RuPaul’s Drag Race. In early 2016, we teamed up with Forbes to create The Limit Does Not Exist to interview multihyphenates who were crafting custom lives by coloring outside the lines. We wanted to find the common threads, the hacks, and the best practices of people building the vivid, multidimensional lives they dreamed of rather than the linear ones they had permission to build.


In episode after episode, we heard the same story: These folks crafted a collection of activities to satisfy their multifaceted identities, afford them financial stability, help them withstand unexpected disruptions, and offer more flexibility than a linear life could. In the middle of one early interview, a lightbulb switched on. We were talking with tech executive, angel investor, and Tony Award–winning Broadway producer Randi Zuckerberg when I noticed the similarities between investing in startups and investing in commercial theater productions. They both relied on portfolio strategy, which in a sense, was what all of our guests were using as they pieced together their lives.


I suddenly recalled a conversation I had had with an MBA classmate in 2010. “I don’t want a linear career,” I told Julie as we walked over the Charles River footbridge a few days before graduation. “I don’t even want a portfolio career. I want a portfolio life.” My MBA finance classes had taught me equations to calculate the risk, reward, diversification, and volatility of a portfolio of financial assets. Surely those same ideas could be applied to our lives. Yes, this includes paid work, but it also includes hobbies, family, community, personal development, health, and relationships.


After more than a decade of speaking, writing, coaching, and noodling on this idea, I finally sat down and put pen to paper. Drawing on academic research, case studies of individuals already building portfolios, and my experiences, I wrote this book to help you get your own game plan in order. This isn’t just about education or inspiration; this is about action. By the end of this book—if you put in the work—you’ll have a concrete sense of who you are, where you are now, where you want to be, and how to connect the dots to live a life you only dreamed was possible.


I also intend for you to share it far and wide. Maybe you’ll use it to explain to your parents why your diverse interests are your superpower, not a sign of flakiness. Or you can show it to your boss to help them understand the value of your life outside of work. Perhaps you’ll return to it from time to time for reassurance as you fight against the indignities of late-stage capitalism to sculpt a life that combines work, relationships, personal interests, and rest in equal measure.


This book is written in three parts. Part I focuses on understanding how we got here (spoiler alert: this is about both systemic failures of leadership and unsustainable greed) and how we can fight back using a portfolio to cultivate identity, optionality, diversification, and flexibility in our lives. In Part II we get to roll up our sleeves: It’s an opportunity to uncover the full breadth of your identity, define the business model that fits you best, and sketch out a strategy to meet your needs while pursuing your wildest wishes. And, finally, Part III gets into the nitty-gritty of it all, with the tools and tactics to operationalize that strategy. We’ll look at your portfolio through the eyes of a chief executive officer, chief marketing officer, chief operations officer, chief financial officer, and chief strategy officer to see what mindsets and resources each of those leaders would bring to the table as you build your team, tell your story, make use of your time, manage your money, and keep one eye on the future.


After a decade as a serial entrepreneur, I recently returned to Harvard Business School, my alma mater, as a senior lecturer of entrepreneurship and marketing. While I still love the thrill of building new companies, I needed to “rebalance” my own portfolio to have more flexibility for my young family. My ambitions have not changed, but my needs have, and I wanted to adjust my responsibilities and the investment of my time and talents accordingly. This is the power of a portfolio: It is as dynamic as you are, ensuring you have what you need for each season of life without taking your eyes off your goals. Because the point of all of this is to design a life that serves you, not the other way around. Disruption may have gotten us here, but we get to decide how to go forward. A Portfolio Life puts you back in the driver’s seat. So, let’s get going.
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PART I



WHY













CHAPTER 1



The New Normal




How did you get to be here? / What was the moment?


—Stephen Sondheim, Merrily We Roll Along





I’ve often described myself as fluent in three languages: English, math, and music. I started all three around the same age, and I can’t really remember my life without any one of them. In high school, I attended a school for the performing arts, where in addition to studying piano and cello, I learned calculus and physics through the lens of the arts. I understood torque through arabesques, studied sound waves by building an African finger piano, and first experienced permutation groups through chord inversions in figured bass. Despite the obvious-to-me interdisciplinary connections, the pressure to focus was always there: “What are you going to do when you grow up?” my teachers would ask. “Which will you choose?”


I chose not to choose.


In college, I double-majored in math and theater with minors in music, physics, and political science. I used trigonometry to build scenery; learned entrepreneurship by producing plays; and split my days between cryptography, stage combat, chamber music, and colloidal particles: researching, telling stories, and creating something from nothing. And then, as graduation came nearer, the questions came back once again: “What kind of career are you going to build with all of those interests? Isn’t it time to get serious and focus?”


But why did I have to focus? Leonardo da Vinci never had to focus.


In the fifteenth century, the ideal of the polymath Renaissance man came into being, defined as one with “unquenchable curiosity.”1 No one embodied this ideal better than da Vinci; he was an artist who was also an inventor, botanist, architect, poet, mathematician, cartographer, and a whole bunch of other things. This polymath ideal grew out of the notion of universal education, which, sadly, did not mean education for all, but rather education across a broad array of subjects, including science, philosophy, languages, and theology, rather than specializing in just one area. It’s the basis of what we call a liberal arts education today.


So how did we get from there—the ideal of the well-rounded, interdisciplinary, universal education that supports the development of polymaths—to here, a world in which teenagers are pressured to choose a specialty and decide what path they will follow for the next sixty years?


Well, for one thing, the Industrial Revolution happened.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF CAPITALISM


A quick aside: If you don’t want to dwell on how this all came about and would rather get straight to some solutions, I give you permission to skip this section. I get it. Some of us have been knee-deep in this for so long we don’t need more evidence. We need a plan. If that’s you, jump ahead to the section called “Writing a New Playbook” here and pick up reading from there. I won’t take it personally. I want to talk about this, though, because I think it’s important for folks to understand that this is a systemic problem, not your personal failure to figure it all out. (Translation: Feel free to share this chapter with your parents.)


Okay, here’s the short(ish) version of how we got here: Just before the Industrial Revolution, most Western people who were not enslaved lived and worked in a world that valued diversity of expertise. Education across multiple subjects was still something that only wealthy people could access, but the working class did master multiple skill sets. They transformed their talents into marketable skills and swapped goods and services with people who possessed the expertise that they lacked. Those who could handcraft leather shoes or turn raw clay into kitchen wares, for example, were valued for their abilities and became indispensable members of local communities, and in the years before the cotton gin, artisans with specialized skills produced the majority of Europe’s manufactured goods.2


But no one lived off a single talent or task. Most families grew their own food, tended their land, and divided all of the labor required to keep the homestead running. An artisan who wove textiles for cash might also be an expert at repairing leaky roofs, keeping pests off crops, or helping livestock give birth. Even shopkeepers and craftspeople typically had to juggle multiple chores and household duties when they were home with their families. It was a hybrid artisan-agrarian economy that forced people to master multiple disciplines to meet their basic needs.


Then in the mid-1700s—when labor began to move from family farms and close-knit villages to factories and sprawling cities—our understanding of work and specialization began to transform. Assembly lines, mechanized operations, and mass production led to division of labor and forced specialization. Factory owners and supervisors divided their workers into groups, and assigned each group a task. Strong workers transported raw materials to and from the site, mechanically inclined workers fixed broken machinery, and dexterous workers tended the line. A single skill became the nexus of an individual’s working life,3 and since that work was rewarded with cash wages, any essential needs that fell outside of that nexus were purchased. Urban life supported this by transplanting goods and services once handled at home to shops; instead of growing their own vegetables or making their own soap, people grew dependent on wages to buy what they could not produce.4


Divided labor was efficient, factory-made goods were cheap, and cities were booming. Polymaths and masters of multiple trades began receding from the spotlight. And then professional management became a thing, which accelerated the shift even further.


The first factories in Europe and the United States were controlled by the families who built them. Factory owners and supervisors were inevitably related to each other, usually father to son. Back then, single families often dominated entire industries: the Rockefellers ran oil, the Carnegies ran steel, the Morgans ran the banks. People working the factory floors were hired off the streets, but for nearly a century all industrial leadership was kept in the family.


When the 1930s rolled around, however, economists began to make noise about all that nepotism. They believed that separating the oversight of an organization from its ownership helped create stability. They argued that it was better to entrust some of that high-level decision-making to dispassionate professionals, trained to manage both people and systems.5 So a new type of professional leader was created, paving the way for even more specialization within the ranks of business leadership.


The role of the manager was to make decisions about how work was to be done, and the role of the employee was to execute the work. This power dynamic eclipsed the previous working culture of artisans and experts, casting employees as minor participants in a large-scale labor process. Cogs in a machine, as the saying goes.i Narrowly focused jobs became the norm, both within factories and in newly minted office settings where clerical and communications work took place.6 The service sector emerged in the late 1950s, encompassing jobs ranging from restaurant waitstaff to janitors and truck drivers,7 further encouraging specialization.


By the middle of the century, there were hundreds of types of jobs available, and very few of them required deep knowledge of more than one subject or skill. The economy flourished and the middle class was born. What was the secret sauce for making the whole system work? Companies actually took care of their employees.


I know, it’s a strange concept. But during this “golden age” of American capitalism, many corporations were raking in profits so robust that they never had to choose who to please; there was enough to go around, so both shareholders and employees were handsomely paid.8 In return, workers were loyal to the companies who hired them, acknowledging that sustained care at that level merited fidelity. This was the near-mythical era when people dedicated their entire careers to a single organization, received holiday bonuses every year, and were gifted gold watches upon retirement.9 It was a brief, shining moment in economic history, and one that influenced ideas of “success” for millions of people. Possibly including your grandparents and maybe even your parents. If they came of age during that “shining moment,” they may be mentally stuck in that narrative of success, back when white men could come home from war, afford a college education, and be guaranteed a great job, steady promotions, and a pension at retirement.ii But then the world changed.


THE REAL COST OF TODAY’S ECONOMY


When international travel and shipping became easier and cheaper in the 1970s and 1980s, companies started to expand across the globe. Corporate competition became fiercer, and business leaders realized they needed to satisfy shareholders to drive ongoing success. This brought a newfound focus on “efficiency” in the workplace characterized by Six Sigma,iii repeated rounds of layoffs, and seemingly endless restructuring. In this new shareholder-centric economy, companies could no longer afford to be so generous with their employees.10 So they slashed benefits and handed out pink slips, whittling down overhead by shifting full-time headcount to part-time employees and automating work via technology.


Then came a string of economic recessions, six in total since the late 1970s, including the Great Recession that stretched on for two painful years after the subprime mortgage crisis in 2008. These were paired with stagnant pay rates: average weekly wages increased only 17.2% in total over the four decades from 1979 to 2019 (an average annual increase of about 0.43%), while the productivity of American workers increased by 72.2% over the same period.11 For many Americans, the only way to make ends meet in the face of stagnant wages was to turn to consumer debt.


And then we pile on the cost of a college education. According to the US Department of Education, the average annual cost of tuition, fees, room, and board at a four-year postsecondary institution was $2,809 in 1980 (or around $9,500 in today’s dollars); by 2021, it was closer to $26,000.12 As the cost of higher education has steadily increased, most borrowers are stuck paying burdensome student loan debt well into middle age. Millions of Americans are collectively carrying more than $1.75 trillion in student debt—more than triple the amount in 2005. I was one of those borrowers with loans from undergrad and graduate school topping six figures. Chances are, you are too.


Unlike household debt, student loans can’t be discharged in bankruptcy, making them utterly inescapable. Plus, don’t forget the ballooning cost of housing, health care, and childcare. The median house price increased by 40% in inflation-adjusted dollars between 1970 and 2017 while the median household income effectively stayed flat.13 By 2019, Americans spent twice as much on health care as they did in the 1980s.14 And prices for childcare were over one thousand percent higher in 2021 versus 1977, an average growth rate of 6.10% per year (nearly twice the rate of inflation over the same period).15


I’m not trying to paint a bleak picture here,iv but I am trying to help you understand why the economic model we inherited isn’t working for you or probably anyone you know. To put it simply, your failure to achieve the milestones of a successful middle-class American adult—a stable career, a house, a partner, and a couple of kids and/or mildly expensive hobbies, decent health insurance, the beginnings of a retirement nest egg, plus a little free time for relaxation, volunteering, or travel—is not, actually, your failure. A systemic shift has made reaching each of those milestones significantly harder than it used to be, and checking off all of the boxes is virtually impossible for anyone not starting off with the cushion of generational wealth.


These shifts over the last two to three decades have fundamentally changed how we think about our careers and lives, which means that all of the well-intentioned guidance our parents and grandparents offer just won’t work for us. And despite what countless news stories would have us believe, This is not our fault. The challenges we face are the result of a systemic collapse. There are many arguments for fixing the system, and I am all there for that. (Universal healthcare untethered from employment would be a great place to start.) But while we work on long-term systemic solutions, let’s also acknowledge and embrace the options we have at the individual level to survive and thrive in the current situation.


IT’S NOT ALL BAD NEWS


Another considerable change was already in motion before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, but the dramatic disruption of lockdown and the mass shift to working from home for many industries and long periods of unemployment for others accelerated the realization that the rat race isn’t worth it. Working unsustainable hours for a precarious life that could be turned inside out at any moment just doesn’t seem like a great deal to a lot of people anymore. “We’ve seen now a sea change in people really re-evaluating their relationship to their work,” Hayden Brown, CEO of freelancing website Upwork, told the New York Times. “They’re saying: ‘Wait a minute. I need some different things. I want to draw boundaries in different ways. I want to have a different relationship to my work than I did in the past, where I am much more in control.’”16


In June 2021, the US Department of Labor reported that an unprecedented four million Americans had quit their jobs in April alone—the beginning of a phenomenon that news outlets called “the Great Resignation.” While we can’t ascribe a singular motivation to these resignations, for many workers—particularly those in the knowledge economy—this was an opportunity to reset and reframe their relationship with work. “These people are… leaving their jobs not because the pandemic created obstacles to their employment but, at least in part, because it nudged them to rethink the role of work in their lives altogether. Many are embracing career downsizing, voluntarily reducing their work hours to emphasize other aspects of life,” wrote Cal Newport in the New Yorker.17


Some mocked these choices as a YOLO move,18 but even if they were, the impulse wasn’t entirely wrong. You do only live once. And after surviving a global pandemic, many younger and mid-career workers came to the same realization all at once: As much as you might love your work, work won’t love you back. Or, as writer Maris Kreizman put it, “the idea of meritocracy is a lie and the only thing hard work guarantees is unpaid overtime, not success.”19


But believe it or not, there’s an upside to this collective collapse: It frees us from the straitjacket of narrow specialization and linear career paths many of our parents felt stifled by, and instead offers the opportunity to build vibrant lives that fit us better. We cannot make the same choices our parents made because we are not living in the same world. So we are making different choices. Ones that align with our actual needs and values, not the ones we’re expected to maintain. And with the prospect of working until we die—or at the very least, a solid decade or two beyond what our parents are planning—the mirage of retirement makes it feel even more urgent to find a model that is fulfilling and sustainable for the long haul.


This is an opportunity to redefine what “success” looks like using our own variables, and eschew the cult of ambition that has made so many folks miserable. The good news amid all of this disruption is that we get to toss out the status quo and design a new approach to career, relationships, and life that actually makes us happy.


WRITING A NEW PLAYBOOK


The old playbook doesn’t work: Trothing your long-term commitment to a company in exchange for an identity, some financial stability, and a chance to climb the corporate ladder is no longer a lucrative trade. So what does an alternative model look like?


First, it disentangles your identity from your current job. To put it bluntly, you are more than your work. Derek Thompson, a staff writer for the Atlantic, argues that the decline of traditional religious affiliation in America has coincided with a plethora of “new atheisms,” including what he calls “workism.”20 That is, the idea that your work is the crux of your identity and life’s purpose. More disturbingly, defining your identity solely by your work means that “anything short of finding one’s vocational soul mate means a wasted life.” Your work can absolutely offer meaning to your life, but it should not be the meaning of your life. Instead, consider your identity through a wider aperture, taking your personal, professional, and relationship goals all into account to define your purpose. Otherwise, Derek cautions, “to be a workist is to worship a god with firing power.” Whew. Write that on a sticky note and keep it handy. Don’t leave your identity in someone else’s hands.


Second, an alternative model is one that redefines your future opportunities (and even your present ones) as a broad set of potential paths rather than a narrow, singular trajectory. As engineer and creative writer Jai Chakrabarti wrote in Fast Company, “There is no linear life, at least I haven’t found one I’d wish to live. Rather there are the meandering paths, all the pursuits of beauty that reward us with their own vistas of the world underneath.”21 He pushed back on the pressure he felt to continue his fast-rising engineering career and decided to take a break to earn his MFA in fiction, knowing he would return to computer programming at some point. “Growing up in Kolkata, India, I knew that my favorite Bengali writers all had day jobs. Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, who helped bridge Sanskrit influences with Victorian ones, wrote fourteen novels and collections of poems. He also wrote a series of essays on science and worked for most of his life as a tax collector.” Chakrabarti recognizes that there is space in his present and his future for all of his passions, and the ability to pursue them all, over time and in creative combination, gives him both fulfillment and optionality.


Third, this new model offers the option to meet your needs (financial, developmental, social, and professional) through a combination of sources, rather than depending on one job, company, or industry to provide everything in one offering. It is unlikely that companies are going to reverse their cost-cutting trends and suddenly offer the generous benefits of yesteryear. A more likely possibility would be lobbying for dramatic policy changes around benefits: separating health insurance, life insurance, short- and long-term disability, retirement accounts, and flexible spending accounts from the workplace and making them available—at accessible prices—to individuals. But even that is a medium- to long-term dream, and largely out of our control. In the short-term, this new model allows you to assess what you need and diversify how you address those needs to ensure you can take care of yourself (and, should you wish to have one, your family), now and into the future.


And fourth, this model provides flexibility when it comes to time management, transitions, and rebalancing your commitments. Forget about a parochial definition of work-life balance based on an equal split of your time between personal and professional. Instead, this is about the ability to make time for important things, however and whenever they show up. Rather than the stark binary of on or off, working full-time or taking a break to attend to other commitments in your life, a model that encourages a mix of activity streams—including the uncompensated labor you might be providing to your family or community—offers a more nuanced and inclusive definition of work-life balance.


Identity. Optionality. Diversification. Flexibility. These are the four pillars of the Portfolio Life.
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THE PORTFOLIO LIFE


So what exactly do I mean by a “portfolio”? The simplest definition of a portfolio is a curated collection of items that meet a specific aim or objective. You’ve likely seen it in a number of contexts: An artist’s portfolio might include selected pieces that best represent their abilities and interests. A student’s portfolio might contain key projects and papers that demonstrate the range of their learning. A financial portfolio is a collection of instruments like stocks, bonds, cash, real estate, and other places to put your money to work that, together, aim to maximize the return on the investment for a given level of risk.


It is this last example, the financial portfolio, that is the most applicable when we are talking about a Portfolio Life. Roughly, it acknowledges that you shouldn’t put all of your eggs in one basket, and it knows that success comes from crafting a diverse mix of opportunities to address your current needs, while building in opportunity to adjust that mix when (yes, when, not if) your needs change. The Portfolio Life is built on the same ideas:




1. You are more than any one role or opportunity.


2. Diversification will help you navigate change and mitigate uncertainty.


3. When your needs change, you can and should rebalance your portfolio.





The term portfolio life was first coined in 1989 by Charles Handy in his book The Age of Unreason. He bristled at the notion that your life’s work should be one narrowly defined job and instead argued it could be a collection of passions, interests, and hobbies. While his definition was still work-focused, I expand the definition of a Portfolio Life more broadly to include relationships, community, personal growth, and impact. After all, you are more than your economic output, and the imprint of your life is far bigger than your business card.


Make no mistake: The Portfolio Life isn’t about the future of work; this is the present of work. And it offers the freedom to pursue what fits us and what fills us. It grants us permission to step back from the cult of ambition and define our lives outside of our paid labor. It is the chance to write a new story where we can be happy not in the future, after we’ve tap-danced our way around one world-altering event after another in hopes of keeping our heads above water,v but one where we can be happy now. After all, you only live once.


Footnotes




i The vast power differential between management and employees gave rise to the labor movement, as a way of collectively fighting back against long hours, horrific working conditions, and unlivable wages. It is no surprise, then, that union membership, after declining in the back half of the twentieth century, is once again growing in the twenty-first.


ii In the postwar workplace, the story wasn’t so rosy for white women, who earned around 60% on average of what white men did and were typically fired or forced to quit once they had children. And Black and brown women and men were largely excluded from the prosperity of the 1950s and continued to face de facto segregation in the workplace, in housing, and in education for the next few decades. As a result, the Black–white wage gap was as large in 2020 as it was in 1950.


iii Six Sigma is a set of techniques and tools for manufacturing and business process improvement, first introduced by Motorola engineer Bill Smith in 1986.


iv Though I recognize it might feel pretty bleak!


v Please forgive the mixed metaphors, but in a world that can literally be both on fire and underwater from simultaneous crises, I feel like I could use an entire library of metaphors and still not express the precarity we all feel.
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CHAPTER 2



The Four Pillars of a Portfolio Life


This model of separating work from identity, embracing optionality, de-risking through diversification, and gaining flexibility is one that anyone from any generation can adopt. It simply gained momentum and greater acceptance over the last decade or two because the old model is no longer viable for (nor wanted by) millennials. In the face of stagnant wages and limited upward trajectories, measuring success only by professional traction isn’t working. So we need a more holistic definition, one that includes factors like health, relationships, and (gasp!) free time.
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In expanding our idea of success, we see the strength of the four pillars of the Portfolio Life: identity insulated from the unpredictability of the market; optionality to pursue opportunities without the constraint of linearity; diversification of resources to mitigate both individual and systemic risk; and flexibility to accommodate work and life in whatever proportion is needed from one day to the next. Let’s dive into these pillars in more detail.


PILLAR 1: IDENTITY




You are not your job, and I am not mine. Take your eyes off the distorted reflection, and have the courage to experience your full life and true self.


—Arthur C. Brooks





Since I was a child, I have struggled to describe who I am—the theater/musical/math nerd who chose to create at the intersection of those worlds rather than pursuing one linear path. It was hard enough as a college graduate, but as I finished business school and set out as an entrepreneur, I felt a real urgency to find a way to capture the complete picture of who I am, what I care about, and what I want to create. I was founding a startup and spent a great number of evenings at dinners and hackathons and pitch nights where I had sixty seconds (at best) to introduce myself before people moved on to the next entrepreneur. When I tried to explain my experience and interests in that setting, I felt like a dilettante rather than a driven, multitalented, three-dimensional human. Finally, late one night at a venture capital event in 2011, after a glass of wine and a dozen handshakes, I offered a droll one-liner: “I’m a human Venn diagram, building a life at the intersection of business, technology, and the arts.”


The investor smiled. “Huh. I love that description. Clearly you have interdisciplinary experiences. Tell me more.”


Oh! Maybe this concept might work!


A quick recap on Venn diagrams: Popularized by mathematician John Venn in the late 1800s, these diagrams are simple ways to visualize the logical relationship between sets of things, people, ideas, and so on. They are widely used in probability, logic, statistics, computer science, and linguistics, but these days you’re equally likely to come across them in viral memes.


Here’s the Venn diagram I use to describe myself and my unique set of interests:
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The power of using a Venn diagram here to describe a person is twofold: First, it acknowledges that there are natural overlaps between different fields—after all, there really are no silos when medicine and comedy can intersect to turn an ophthalmologist into a viral TikTok star.i Second, it helps visualize how a person’s work can span multiple fields and yet be integrated and intentional by sitting at the natural intersection of those interests.


In my Venn diagram, the intersection between arts and business is the field of arts management, where I started my career at the Metropolitan Opera. The intersection between business and technology is the world of tech startups, where I spent the decade after business school. The intersection of technology and the arts contains tech-enabled and tech-informed theater, opera, dance, and visual art, including works I’ve had the privilege to co-create, contribute to, and advise. And now I choose to build a life at the center of all three worlds, searching for and inventing collaborations between my various interests. Some are paid, while others are personal projects; some are professionally executed, and others are new skills I’m developing or hobbies that I’m happy to be a part of at an amateur level. Yet all of them reflect my sense of self.


I started using this phrase more widely—through my podcast, in my professional bio, via introductions when giving talks—and saw how strongly it resonated with so many people. As I suspected, I am not the only person with diverse personal and professional interests, and many people felt relief at finally having a way to express all of the different sides of themselves rather than feeling constrained to a simplistic, one-dimensional identity. Or, as author and futurist Amy Webb put it on Twitter, it’s a way to see the focus that multidisciplinary people bring to their careers.
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The Myth of Left and Right Brains


Here’s one example of how we like to reduce people to a singular dimension: Do you consider yourself “left-brained” or “right-brained”? Whether you first stumbled on this idea via a BuzzFeed quiz or had a teacher or parent introduce it, most people have an inkling that they are either an analytical, language-driven thinker (left-brained) or a creative, big-picture thinker (right-brained).


This theory is based on the lateralization of brain functions—that is, the brain contains two hemispheres, each performing specific roles. The left hemisphere is said to drive logic and language comprehension while the right drives visual and spatial reasoning. This left/right dichotomy is so well known that it’s often used as a shorthand for categorizing people, from young children who show an early predisposition for math or art to employees taking a personality assessment as part of new-hire onboarding.


Except, like many “facts” of pop psychology, it’s not true.1 You can be no more left-brained than you can be left-lunged or left-kidneyed. Our organs function together! So where did this frustratingly persistent idea come from? From the misinterpretation of real science.


In the 1960s, a doctoral student named Michael Gazzaniga worked with famed neurobiologist Roger W. Sperry on a Caltech study of patients with epilepsy whose corpus callosum—a wide, thick nerve tract that connects the two hemispheres—was severed to prevent seizures from spreading across the brain. Without that bundle of nerve fibers connecting the two sides of the patients’ brains, the scientists were able to devise a way to show images to only one side of the brain or the other. One patient who had a square shown to his left hemisphere said he could see a box. But when the image was shown only to his right hemisphere, even though he could still see the image and point to it, he was unable to name it. As a result, Gazzaniga theorized that both hemispheres are involved in processing an image, though only the left hemisphere could articulate what it was since, as in this patient’s case, without communication from the left side, the right side couldn’t find the word for “box.”2


While the main result of Gazzaniga’s research was to show how much the two sides needed to work together to carry out simple tasks, a 1973 New York Times Magazine article titled “We Are Left-Brained or Right-Brained” misinterpreted the results as “two very different persons inhabiting our heads… One of them is verbal, analytic, dominant. The other is artistic…”3 TIME magazine featured the story a few years later, followed quickly by articles in Harvard Business Review and Psychology Today, and the myth of right-brained and left-brained people took hold of our cultural consciousness. Neuroscientists have been trying to debunk this idea for more than fifty years, but the misleading framework persists.


You see, humans like to categorize the world into neat little groups. For one, it’s cognitively efficient: Once you have assigned something a category, you no longer need to consider information about each individual member of the group. Yet a limitation of this natural compulsion to categorize is that, by definition, those categories are often rigidly defined, mutually exclusive, and collectively exhaustive. ii The quickest way to assess and categorize people is to reduce them to a singular dimension: short or tall; dark hair or light hair or no hair; like cilantro or don’t like cilantro. That’s fine when all you want to know is whether you can put cilantro in the guacamole for your party, or whether someone is tall enough to ride a roller coaster, because the nuances of how much someone dislikes cilantro or exactly how tall someone is beyond “this tall to ride” doesn’t make much difference. But that simplistic categorization doesn’t work when multiple dimensions come into play.


As an example, nearly anyone can tell you that racial, ethnic, gender, and socioeconomic identities are intersectional. The neat little boxes on census forms and college applications don’t work for many people because their identities exist at the intersection of many factors from cultural and ethnic heritage to the physical attributes that may be associated with one or several races to the resources, access, and safety net they did or did not experience while growing up. A Black woman born in Japan to mixed-race parents who immigrated to the United States as a young child would have very different experiences, biases, and cultural references than a Black man descended from enslaved Africans who grew up in the rural American South or a Black nonbinary person born into an affluent family in the Pacific Northwest. Lumping them together and ascribing to each individual all of the assumptions and attributes you associate with “Black Americans” does nothing to help you understand the vibrant humanity of anyone in that category.


But even knowing that our biases don’t serve us, our brains happily default to MECE categories for all aspects of our lives. We’re introverts or extroverts. Fitness fanatics or couch potatoes. Baby boomers or Gen X or millennials or Gen Z. (Yup, I’m guilty of this too. Generational divisions are flawed since they often lead to sweeping generalizations that may be roughly true for the group but may not apply at the individual level.) And, of course, we have a propensity to categorize people into narrowly defined career paths or professional identities. It’s cognitively efficient to reduce a complex human being down to a single label like “engineer” or “therapist” or “librarian,” but confining yourself or other people into these one-dimensional personas is incredibly limiting.


Former Baltimore Ravens offensive lineman John Urschel left the NFL in 2017 and earned his PhD in mathematics from MIT in 2022. He knows how hard it is to disassociate his identity from his job. “One of the things that makes it really hard for people to make a switch… is that, when you have a job, you start to think that your job is who you are. Your job is something that defines you in some way to family, friends, and other people. I think that actually limits a lot of people because they have a hard time imagining themselves outside of a certain thing.”4


We all have a collection of interests, skills, and relationships that are greater than the job title currently on our LinkedIn. But some of us have been advised to shrink them or hide them away for fear of not looking “serious” about our careers. While that may have been true in previous generations, I would argue that advice is out of date. Instead, embracing the full multidimensionality of your human Venn diagram will give you two incredible things: First, it will ensure you feel like yourself, in all of your weirdly-shaped-puzzle-piece glory. And second, it will equip you with a diverse network and skill set to lean on when your worlds intersect or when you may need to zig or zag between them to stay on your feet.


There’s no contradiction in being a complex, multidimensional human. When it comes to your identity, think “and” not “or.”


PILLAR 2: OPTIONALITY




Henry: Pick one.


Danielle: I could no sooner choose a favorite star in the heavens.


—Ever After





The misconception starts in early childhood. The question “What are you going to be when you grow up?” plants the idea that we each have a single, correct future ahead of us, and it’s incumbent upon us to choose wisely. Somehow the college major we choose at eighteen and the first job we accept in our early twenties should set our path forward until the day we retire (or die). Yet anyone who has been in the workforce for more than a few years should know that this hyper-focused worldview does not reflect reality.


In truth, there are many paths we can take at any given time, and even if some close off, new paths emerge at just about every juncture. Some may feel like they are once-in-a-lifetime opportunities, but more often than not you’ll find there are many on-ramps to creating the life you want to live.


I stumbled across this illustration by Tim Urban on Instagram who regularly blogs and posts on social media under the handle @waitbutwhy. It stopped me in my tracks because it was the first time I was able to visualize the incredible optionality that is available to us if we are open to it.
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This image packs a punch with two important messages: First, there are many available paths at any given juncture if you open your eyes to the possibilities, and second, rather than looking backward, mourning the paths you didn’t choose, look ahead to all of the opportunities still to come. Pillar 1, identity, reminds us that we are more than one thing, and Pillar 2, optionality, reveals that we have more than one path to choose from.




Case Study: Star Power


Dr. Aomawa Shields is one of my favorite examples of this optionality pillar. As a child, her love of acting had developed alongside her love of the stars, and she had no problem pursuing both in high school, where she starred in their production of Steel Magnolias and served as a proctor in the observatory. But when she chose to focus on astronomy for college and graduate school, she felt she needed to pare back her theatrical aspirations to be taken seriously. Cutting off such a meaningful part of her life worked for a while. Until it didn’t. When she found her grades and interest in science slipping in the first year of her PhD program, she knew it was time for a change. So she dropped out and headed to Los Angeles to focus on acting instead.
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