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To my parents, who showed me
the power of love and possibility every day


[image: Image]

A photograph of Sukhinder Singh Cassidy’s father and mother seated in a garden. The author’s mother smiles and looks at his father who is looking at the camera. Her mother wears a sari while her father wears a shirt and dastar.












When nothing is sure, everything is possible.


— MARGARET DRABBLE









FOREWORD


Early on in my career, when a start-up I’d cofounded was failing, a mentor passed on some wisdom he’d received when his business was failing. “There is a fine line,” someone told him, “between success and failure. When you’re succeeding, never think you’re as good as everyone is telling you that you are. And when you’re failing, never think you’re as bad as everyone is telling you that you are.”


These words have helped me enormously, grounding me during the good times and comforting me during the bad. So imagine my delight to find that my friend Sukhinder Singh has done my mentor one better. Choose Possibility shares a powerful risk-taking framework Sukhinder developed over the course of a successful Silicon Valley career. Underlying this framework is a keen awareness of the fine line separating success and failure. But Sukhinder not only observes this line and explains why it exists. She also helps us understand better how to put this wisdom into practice so as to move in the direction of our dreams.


The truth is, we seldom appreciate the close connections between success and failure. Failure is painful and threatening to our egos, so much so that we find it impossible to glean in it the seedlings of our future success. We can’t understand the blessings of the class we’ve failed or the start-up that doesn’t catch on or the job from which we’ve been fired. Rather, we panic and become paralyzed. Choose Possibility helps you recover from your stumbles or missteps so that you can risk it all again and keep growing. Sukhinder shows you how to “pick yourself up and dust yourself off and get back in the saddle.”


With real compassion, Sukhinder explores how to manage the “ego risk” of failure. How can you inoculate yourself from this most dangerous of fears? For example, when I had just finished writing Radical Candor, someone told me, “You shouldn’t publish this book. It makes you look stupid and insecure.” Ouch! I had to wrestle my old fear of making a fool of myself to the ground if I was going to move forward. And eventually, I did. Even if people did think the stories in my book made me look ridiculous, I stood by what I’d written. Sukhinder offers a way to think about the ego risks of failure, and how to inoculate yourself so that you can take positive action more easily. How I wish I’d had her book then!


Of course, the risk of failure and rejection plays out differently for all of us. Right out of college, I had a very specific career goal: I wanted to work in Moscow on the issue of military conversion — a fancy way of saying that I wanted to help turn swords into plowshares. There weren’t a lot of jobs in this area, to say the least. I took a job with a Russian think tank to write a paper on this topic, but the pay was measly — six dollars a month. There was exactly one American company working on this issue, and my letters to them went unanswered.


I got this company’s address and marched into their front door to ask for a job. For me this wasn’t a very big risk. I marched back out that door with a job offer in hand. My risk there was only ego risk — there was very little risk of bodily harm to me walking in the door. That is privilege, and it’s unjust.


Contrast my experience with that of Shaun Jayachandran, an Indian American man. When he walked into the World Bank offices to inquire about an internship opportunity, the guards drew their guns on him. Decades later, the memory still brings tears to his eyes. But he used that experience to deepen his commitment to making the world more just. Today, he is founder and president of Crossover Basketball and Scholars Academy, an international basketball program in India that provides educational opportunities for all students regardless of socioeconomic status. Shaun chose possibility. And his choice has had a positive impact on many people.


I hope that reading Choose Possibility will help you, too, to take failure in stride. Learn Sukhinder’s tools and techniques. Absorb her wisdom. May you move more boldly in the direction of your dreams, learning from both your successes and your failures, and making the world just a little bit better.


Kim Scott









INTRODUCTION


Have you ever suffered through a really tough job search, absorbing multiple blows to your self-confidence? That was me during the fall of 1992. I was twenty-two years old and had graduated the previous May with an undergraduate degree from the Ivey Business School at the University of Western Ontario in Canada. All of my friends had landed positions at prestigious investment banking and consulting firms, but I hadn’t. I had gone abroad my senior year as part of an exchange program, missing most of the on-campus recruiting season. Upon returning home I scrambled for interviews, and of the few I landed, none led to anything. By graduation, I’d been forced to take the same temporary job I’d had the previous summer, selling conference space for a hotel in our small university town of London, Ontario. Meanwhile, my friends were starting their impressive careers.


I decided I needed another shot at recruiting, so I stuck around London to participate in the fall on-campus recruiting season, stalking the job boards right beside students the year below me who hadn’t yet graduated. I landed several “prestigious” interviews — Goldman, McKinsey, Monitor — but still didn’t receive any offers. I had been a ridiculous overachiever in high school and done well in my college classes without too much trouble. Now, for the first time in my life, success eluded me. I was nine months into my job search and hiding out alone in my rented room, feeling anxious and dejected as I replayed each job application fail in my head.


Not knowing what else to do, I kept obsessively checking the job boards and applying to new opportunities. One day, I saw that a private investment firm called Claridge Investment, Ltd., was looking to hire a graduating MBA student for a position as an associate. I had no business applying for this job — I lacked an MBA, had hardly any work experience, was at least four years younger than most graduate students, and only vaguely knew what private equity was. Claridge, meanwhile, was a pretty big deal. Headquartered in Montreal, it was the investment arm of the Bronfman family, one of Canada’s wealthiest and most powerful dynasties.


Still, with nothing to lose, I applied once more. I sent in my résumé, called up the hiring manager (a partner at the firm) and left a voice message. A week passed. Then another. To my great shock, the partner’s office called me back, wondering if I would fly up to Montreal for an interview. “Sure, I’d love to,” I managed to say. Inside I was thinking, What just happened?


Arriving in Montreal, I was awed by the hustle and bustle of this large, cosmopolitan city. Claridge’s offices impressed me too — rich wood paneling, a multimillion-dollar art collection, amazing city views. The interview with the partner went well, and I couldn’t believe it when he invited me to return for more interviews. As I was leaving, I blurted out: “Why did you call me back for this position? I don’t have all the qualifications.”


He smiled. “When I heard your voicemail, I just liked the sound of your voice and the way you presented yourself. I figured I’d give you a chance.”


I returned for several more interviews, participating in a rigorous six-week vetting process alongside MBA students, complete with case studies and simulated exercises. Ultimately, as it turned out, I didn’t get the job — they decided to give it to an MBA graduate after all. I felt deeply disappointed (not a surprise, given my natural intensity), but also strangely invigorated. My search process remained grueling, but my “near win” at a truly ambitious opportunity was a surprising highlight compared to the day-to-day misses of the regular job hunt. The small risk I’d taken failed in one sense, but it delivered a different, more meaningful reward, giving me a sorely needed boost of confidence and keeping me in the game. Months later, after several twists and turns (more on that later), I landed my “dream” job at Merrill Lynch in New York City. I was on my way.


Today, I’m a technology executive, entrepreneur, and investor in Silicon Valley, the global center of entrepreneurship and wealth creation. Over the past twenty-three years, I’ve started three companies, served as CEO of two others, and helped grow two of the world’s largest tech giants (Google and Amazon). I’ve participated as an employee, leader, investor, or board member at another dozen plus companies ranging from global brands such as TripAdvisor, Ericsson, Urban Outfitters, and J.Crew to successful digital services such as Stitch Fix, Upstart, and Sun Basket to little-known startups that ran out of money and fell back into the sea. I’ve been lucky enough to see a company I created (Yodlee) go public and to lead another company (StubHub) to a multibillion-dollar sale. I’ve been heartbroken to watch a company I poured everything into (Joyus) fail, and naïve enough to join two organizations where I just didn’t fit (OpenTV and Polyvore).


In short, I’ve been putting my hands on the wheel driving growth, sometimes successfully and sometimes not, for just about all my career. I’ve taken countless risks of all shapes and sizes and helped others do the same. Despite some significant and painful fails, risk-taking has delivered tremendous career returns for me along every dimension — financial, emotional, and reputational. It’s also taught me one thing that I wish everyone knew: Risk is not what you think it is.


THE RISK-TAKING MYTHS THAT SCARE US


For many of us, risk feels inherently scary, and understandably so: By definition a risk is a dangerous situation in which one faces a “possibility of loss or injury.” Of course, avoiding risk is good for us if it keeps us from serious danger or irreparable harm. Still, we know that to grow faster and achieve success we must be willing to experiment and take on new challenges. The prospect of taking a chance thus pits our hopes for progress and achievement against our need for self-preservation. Most often, the need for self-preservation wins.


Certain myths that surround risk-taking and success only heighten our anxiety. Most fundamentally and problematically, we tend to conceive of risk-taking as a discrete, monumental, and downright crazy action that a person takes and that they can’t easily take back, like jumping out of an airplane, draining your 401k to start a business, or getting married to someone you met three weeks ago on Tinder. On one level, this everyday conception of risk seems legitimate — from the outside in, successful people appear to be making big, nonlinear moves all the time. Problems arise, however, when we think that this is all risk-taking is. We assume — wrongly — that risk-taking is a single leap that has the power to make us or ruin us. That leap better be big; otherwise we won’t see much of a reward. If we’re not walking a tightrope over the Grand Canyon, we might as well stay home and forgo the trip. As Helen Keller famously put it, “Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”


This Myth of the Single Choice, as I call it, puts massive pressure on us to make the right choice on a straight shot to glory. It also gives rise to additional, supporting myths that, I posit, are equally unhealthy. Because so much seems to be at stake, we believe we should prepare zealously, as doing so might moderate the risk or perhaps even eliminate it entirely. We strive to engineer the “perfect plan,” which of course seldom materializes. To further help us cope, we tell ourselves that if we’re passionate enough, hardworking enough, and perfect enough in our execution, we can surely find a way to control the outcome. If we fail, we take a massive blow to our self-esteem, convinced it was all our fault. We curl up into a ball, less likely than ever to take another risk. When we succeed, others give us all the credit, treating us as valiant conquerors. After all, there’s only room for one person at the top of the mountain — and hopefully it’s us.


Most often, these beliefs prevent us from taking any risk at all. Looking at the yawning chasm of uncertainty between glory or epic defeat, it’s safest, we think, to sit back and not make a move this time. When the next risk-taking opportunity arises, then we’ll jump into action. Except we don’t, since we find ourselves grappling all over again with yet another myth-fueled cycle of anxiety. Stories of massive risk-taking and redemption from places like Silicon Valley don’t help. Rather than diminishing our overall fear of risk, tweet-size headlines reinforce the mythical, singular nature of risk-taking. The more the world celebrates risk-taking, the less accessible it can feel to any of us.


CHOOSING POSSIBILITY


It’s time to free ourselves from our “all or nothing” perception of risk-taking. In truth, risk-taking is available to everyone, and so are its rewards. My decision decades ago to apply for a job I had no business applying for was hardly an epic risk. It was one small gamble I took among many in pursuit of my goal of getting a “real” job. Although the gamble didn’t pay off as I’d hoped, it produced an outsize positive impact that I hadn’t anticipated. I gained a confidence boost that energized me to continue taking my chances until another risk I took finally worked out. Looking back on it, the entire job search process amounted to a long, circuitous journey of successes and failures. Although I worked hard throughout, my victorious moments didn’t always correspond to efforts where I’d tried the hardest or planned the most. Sometimes I just got lucky.


Risk-taking is inherently uncertain, and any single choice we make might not work out as we intended. The power in risk-taking lies in stringing together many choices over time, some small, some big, but each producing impact and insight that inform our future choices. As Ralph Waldo Emerson once observed, “All life is an experiment. The more experiments you make the better.” Secure in the knowledge that each choice offers us yet another opportunity to gain or learn from results, we can let go of the fear that a single event has the power to make or break us. Risk-taking is not the single, epic brush with peril that we imagine. It’s a continuous process that we humbly but hopefully embrace, knowing that individual chances we take may be likely to fail but that our probability of overall success will increase as we iterate.


I call this process choosing possibility. Rather than paralyzing ourselves by contemplating single large choices, we focus on the act of consistently choosing little or big risks to take in pursuit of our goals. We don’t fool ourselves into thinking that we can achieve our ultimate ambitions in one monumental stroke. We simply seek to start and stay in thoughtful motion, knowing that every choice we make helps unlock the next possibility. We succeed over the long term by tacking our way to our dreams, like sailboats in a shifting wind. While we will likely accumulate more failures than others around us who take fewer risks, we will also realize far more of the possibilities we seek.


As you’ll see in this book, failure loses its conventional scariness when you think of risk-taking as the process of choosing possibility. By becoming adept at this process, we can work on building a winning season rather than worrying too much about any single game or its outcome. Even when you lose, you derive important benefits, and even if you suffer a string of losses, you ultimately win.


STAYING IN THOUGHTFUL MOTION


Many of us have no trouble understanding risk-taking as a process of iterating gradually toward success when it comes to technology. We accept that companies like Apple release products in an incomplete form, adding on new features and design elements in a series of subsequent versions. We accept that a company like Uber needed to pivot to find bigger success as a ride-sharing service than a limousine-hailing app, or that an online seller such as Amazon would evolve so many times over twenty years that today we enjoy its services as both a national grocery seller and an award-winning movie studio.


Yet our views of risk-taking on the individual level have remained stubbornly static. If we want to expand our chances for longer-term impact, we must embrace a new approach. We can learn to choose possibility, underweighting our fear of each single choice while overweighting our ability to keep choosing. Mastering this skill is not only essential to accelerating our personal success but also to finding a way to thrive in increasingly dynamic and uncertain times. Even if we choose not to embrace risk-taking, risk will still “happen” to us nonetheless.


Psychologists have observed that we all hold beliefs about the forces that control our lives — what they call “locus of control.” Research suggests that we’re more successful and healthier and have a greater sense of well-being when we believe that we have more of this control as opposed to external forces or fate. Learning to choose possibility gives us a greater sense of control over our lives, including under dynamic conditions, leaving us feeling more stable and empowered. “Freedom and autonomy are critical to our well-being. And choice is critical to freedom and autonomy,” the psychologist Barry Schwartz observes. As the pace of change around us continues to increase and as old ways of working, behaving, and thinking fall away, remaining stuck in place will prove increasingly costly to our psyches as well as to our careers. We need to put ourselves in thoughtful motion, becoming ever more flexible and resilient and attuned to making choices.


I wrote this book to help you do just that. I’ve grown frustrated with the mystique that seems to exist around risk-taking, particularly in big bubble environments like the tech industry. Observing such expansion from the outside, any ambitious person can come away believing that only the world’s biggest, highest-profile risk-takers reap the benefits of taking chances. Nothing could be further from the truth. Looking back on my career, I’ve extrapolated a number of key lessons in how exactly to take risks consistently for growth, including specific strategies you can use to begin taking risks early, make calculated bigger bets, and then keep choosing over time to maximize your impact. Whether you’re looking to increase the contributions you make at work by learning to take more risk or you’re evaluating a bigger move in your career and are afraid to make a leap, the tips in this book can help. You’ll learn how to get going, get smarter, and get rewarded over the course of your career. Just understand that having choices in life is a privilege, and if we’re fortunate enough to have them, we should exercise them.


Sometimes we reach for growth proactively through our choices. At other times, we react to the systems and forces around us (including challenging situations of bias and inequality). Either way, we can still choose from a number of responses. If we’re lucky to find that possibility is already abundant, our job is not to waste it by failing to choose, knowing that many people lack such abundance. If accessing possibility seems difficult today, our job is to forge ahead by making even the smallest of choices that will open up new pathways.


For too long, we’ve romanticized risk as a mythical mountain, one that takes every ounce of courage on our parts to climb and that affords us a direct route to the summit. Instead of helping us to get started, this vision leaves most of us wanting to stay at base camp. What my own journey has taught me is something much different. Risk-taking is not only for the thrill-seekers of this world. It’s for all of us. If you’ve been struggling to move ahead, now is the time to take stock of how you think about risk.


Stop imagining making one large and dangerous choice and instead simply put yourself into motion. We don’t have to be mighty or perfect in our choices. We simply need to keep choosing our way through possibilities. Apply for that unlikely job opportunity. Get in the game and start striving. When I started out, I had enormous career ambitions but very little understanding of how to achieve them. As it turns out, I didn’t need the grandest of plans, nor did I need to take a single, perfectly orchestrated risk. I simply started making small choices and larger ones, and over time kept choosing my way imperfectly through possibilities. You can do it too.


Sukhinder Singh Cassidy
Fall 2020










PART I


Get Going




Nothing will ever be attempted if all possible
objections must be first overcome.


— SAMUEL JOHNSON












1 [image: images] DITCH THE HERO’S JOURNEY


Have you reached an inflection point in your life or career only to feel terrible pressure to make a choice? My older sister Nicky can identify. In 2010, she was running her own optometry practice in a suburban mall. Caring and giving by nature, she loved to serve patients and took immense pride in her office and small staff, whom she treated like family. For a decade, her business prospered, but more recently it had struggled due to macro conditions. Foot traffic to the mall was declining, local competition had intensified, and more customers were opting to purchase glasses online year after year.


With no break in her fixed costs, Nicky’s practice was generating less profit each year, and she strained to save money for the future. Meanwhile, her lease required that she keep her office open until the mall closed at nine p.m. each night. Her husband was an executive with an international company who spent much of his time traveling, and between sports and school their two sons had busy schedules. Most nights, my sister came home around ten p.m., fixed dinner for her two hungry boys, chased them to finish their homework, and fell into bed around one or two a.m. The next day, she got up and did it all again.


Concerned about her well-being, I pressed Nicky to consider her options, which included shutting down or selling her practice, going to work for someone else, combining her practice with another doctor’s, or keeping her practice but finding a new location. As exhausted and stressed as she was, Nicky couldn’t bring herself to make a move. All she knew was running her own practice in its current form and in that mall location. She had built a large base of patients, sunk capital in inventory and equipment, and assembled a team of people who looked to her for their livelihood. “I took a super big risk in buying and building out this practice,” she said. “Sure, I could make a change, but going to work for someone else might be an even bigger mistake. I’d be giving up everything I’ve built.” It was too scary to think about doing something different.


Nicky felt burdened by the sense that everything rode on the choice before her — that it was make or break. Without realizing it, she had given herself over to the Myth of the Single Choice (Figure 1). So many of us fall into this trap. We struggle to chart a new path because of the seeming weightiness of a single decision before us. Risk-taking, we think, boils down to one big move, and we fear that choosing poorly will prove ruinous. Our anxiety heightens when we’re already grappling with a challenging situation, but it’s also pretty bad even when we feel stable and successful — we don’t want to relinquish the great position we’ve managed to secure. And so, we wring our hands and suffer sleepless nights, racking our brains about what to do. We decide to stay put even as our current situation deteriorates, or we pressure ourselves to make a perfect choice to avoid ruin. Risk-taking becomes much harder than it has to be when we subscribe to the Myth of the Single Choice.


THE HERO’S JOURNEY IN OUR HEADS


Why do we so often monumentalize risk in this way? We often perceive successful people as heroes who take massive risks and vanquish enemies on an epic journey to greatness. Transposing that thinking onto our own lives, we assume we must take a massive risk to achieve outsize success. In turn, we fear the downside more than we otherwise might. The bigger the potential success, we think, the bigger our fall if our choices go awry.
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A graph that shows the Myth of Single Choice. The y axis is labelled success above the x axis and failure below the x axis. The axis is labelled time. A circle with the words ‘the choice’ has been drawn a quarter of the way along the x axis with two arrows pointing diagonally upwards and downwards from it.


Figure 1





Stories we encounter throughout our lives reinforce this thinking. Scholars have discerned narratives of heroic quests in ancient myths and folk tales, observing that they continue to influence the narratives we spin today in novels, television, and movies. “Throughout the inhabited world,” writes Joseph Campbell in his classic book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, “in all times and under every circumstance, the myths of man have flourished; and they have been the living inspiration of whatever else may have appeared out of the activities of the human body and mind.” Campbell interprets the hero’s journey as an epic passage toward self-discovery and transformation, one that entails a brush with danger as the hero discovers their true self. “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.” On a macro level, the entire quest constitutes a monumental challenge or danger the hero accepts in hopes of achieving greatness.


Look closely, however, and you’ll find that the hero’s journey doesn’t amount to just one big risk. In fact, according to Campbell, heroes take any number of risks big and small along the way. They embark on their journeys, leave the ordinary world, enter a special one unknown to them, put faith in mentors, undergo a series of trials to test their skills, and much else. But in our daily retellings of the hero’s journey, we often fail to recognize or process this level of detail. We continue to perceive the journey as encompassing a single, outsize risk.


Humans find the prospect of uncertainty fundamentally terrifying. “Uncertainty acts like rocket fuel for worry,” one observer writes, referencing numerous scientific studies on the subject. “It causes people to see threats everywhere they look, and at the same time it makes them more likely to react emotionally in response to those threats.” Psychologists posit that fear of the unknown might be our most basic fear, or as one scholar puts it, “one fear to rule them all.” Some suspect that uncertainty ruffles us because it confronts us with the need to navigate more complexity in our decision-making.


Any risk carries uncertainty, but if you believe everything rides on a single big choice, the prospect of uncertainty magnifies your unease. Nicky felt deeply uncertain about her future — she had no way of knowing if any risk she might take would work out, and as she saw it, her future depended on her decision.


A final psychological factor that intensifies the effects of the Myth of the Single Choice concerns our perception of loss. As the behavioral economist Daniel Kahneman and the cognitive psychologist Amos Tversky famously argued, our fear of losing what we already have feels more compelling to us than the boost we might feel from notching a potential but uncertain gain. If you already regard risk-taking as a single, high-stakes bet, the potential downside seems massive. Add in your aversion to loss, and the downside might seem so overwhelming as to render the risk impossible to take in your mind.


MANY CHOICES MAKE A CAREER


As crippling as the Myth of the Single Choice might be, you can actually dispel it quite easily. The next time you watch a movie with a clear hero’s journey plotline, take a moment to chart the risks a hero takes along the way. You’ll find there are many — large and small, successful and not. Likewise, if you scrutinize the careers of successful people, you discover that success usually unfolds progressively as a result of many risks of different sizes. You also find that a person’s overall success usually arises out of multiple failures as well as wins along the way. Successful people tend to iterate their way to cumulative success through failures and achievement in equal measure.


To reach a dream is to string together a long series of choices, large and small, well advised or not. I can count at least twenty-three choices I made over a career spanning almost three decades. Figure 2 boils these down to the ten most important choices that have led me to my present circumstances. As you’ll see, some of these choices worked out, some didn’t, but my overall career flourished. Over time, I managed to achieve many more of my dreams than I would have with more limited risk-taking.


If you find yourself terrified of a seemingly big risk, conduct a similar analysis of your own life or career to date. You’ll likely find that your success to date didn’t come from a single big risk, but from many of them, with a much larger number of smaller risks nestled in.


As you register the complexity of your career path or those of people whom you know or admire, notice that any different number of permutations might have unlocked your or their present level of success. We tend to idealize clear, fixed “tracks” to success. If you want to become a successful corporate attorney, you must get into a top law school, then obtain a summer position at a major New York City law firm, then land a permanent job at one of these firms, then work your way up to partner. If you want to be CEO of a big company, you obtain some initial business experience, then earn your MBA, land a job at a big company, and just keep climbing. Although such traditional “recipes” might comfort us, they also frighten us, because everything seems to ride on one or a few “big” choices you make: where you go to law school, or the job you land upon graduating, or whether or not you accept the riskier new role your current company is offering you.
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A chart that shows the author’s key career choices. It is split into three columns. The first is labelled key career choices and lists her jobs. The middle column is labelled size of overall risks. Each job is given a star rating between 1 and 3 in this column. The final column is labelled year.


Figure 2





A generation or two ago, these so-called key choices might have been critically important. But the good news is that, today, tracks to success don’t matter nearly as much as they used to. Millennials and Gen Zers are crafting individualized, nontraditional career paths by working “side hustles” or jumping between industries. In one study of female business leaders, an overwhelming majority — 86 percent — regarded nontraditional moves as important to their success. If you’re stressed about taking a particular step on the way to your goal, don’t worry so much about it. I might have become a CEO and tech leader via my twenty-three decisions, or by an entirely different sequence.


Some CEOs rise up by following the well-worn track of “work experience, fancy MBA, killer job offer, work your way up.” But this is less and less common. Anjali Sud, called by one observer a “master of the nonlinear career,” experienced a number of successes and failures en route to becoming CEO of Vimeo, despite an academic pedigree that includes degrees from Harvard Business School and Wharton. As she recounts, “I did everything from investment banking to being a toy buyer to marketing diapers online to coming to Vimeo to do marketing and finding myself in my dream job now as the CEO.” Along the way, she leveraged opportunities to create new ones. When Amazon hired her as an intern in business development, for instance, she parlayed that into an opportunity in merchandising, which in turn led to a marketing position. She counsels that people have “faith that you can affect your career path at any point,” understanding that “opportunities come from places you could never imagine. I wish I had known that. I think I would have been more chill.”


Research bears out the wisdom of a more free-flowing approach to crafting a career. As the authors of a decade-long study of CEOs note, leaders who reach the top job more quickly than others “don’t accelerate to the top by acquiring the perfect pedigree. They do it by making bold career moves over the course of their career that catapult them to the top.” These moves include taking a smaller job in order to gain new skills or experience, taking on a job for which they felt unprepared, or signing up to tackle a big, uninviting business problem. Other research, including a large LinkedIn study of hundreds of thousands of people who worked in management consulting, found that people with diverse job experiences advance more quickly than those who toil away in a single specialty or business function. As an article in the New York Times put it, “The quickest path is a winding one” when it comes to those seeking to become CEOs.


For me, the journey of risk-taking to career success unfolded across different chapters (Figure 3), each defined by its own broad ambitions. In every chapter, I made a series of choices to help me move toward the ambition in question, generating in turn a series of outcomes. As time passed, each new chapter also built upon the previous ones in ways that appear logical and preplanned to others now, but that were not nearly so clear as events unfolded.
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A timeline entitled ‘why I took risks’. The timeline is labelled with years, starting at 1992 and ending in 2020. The time between each year is labelled as a chapter underneath the timeline. Above the timeline, the author has introduced her reason for taking risks each year, which range from skill-building and learning to entrepreneurial ambitions.


Figure 3





GROW OR GO


As long as a career risk you take results in some sort of positive impact (more on that later), it moves you forward, enhancing your skills and opening up several more potential opportunities than you could access previously. Even when a given choice results in failure, it still likely illuminates new paths to get you where you want to go. In fact, the riskiest career choice of all might be the one that seems “safest”: not moving at all. The German poet Goethe put it well when he said, “The dangers of life are infinite, and among them is safety.”


If your present situation is already deteriorating, staying put only allows it to worsen. Life might also create situations in which we have little choice but to take risks, even if we didn’t seek them out. On the other hand, if you’re coming off a success yet envisioning an even greater goal, staying put carries ever-increasing opportunity costs. As you linger in place, you fail to develop new skills and capabilities as quickly as your peers, making it increasingly harder to compete going forward. As I’ve found many times over, taking a chance, even if it fails to pan out, usually allows you to learn more quickly than remaining in a more comfortable situation that no longer challenges you.


When interviewing job candidates, I often ask them to name their biggest career regret. Curiously, most candidates point not to their failures, but to the business they didn’t start, the job opportunity they didn’t grasp, the service they hesitated to launch, the employee they failed to let go, and so on. There’s an important lesson to be learned from this.


Even on the organizational level, research shows that over the long term companies that remain relatively static are far more prone to failure than companies that make multiple choices, successful or not. In researching their book Strategy Beyond the Hockey Stick, the McKinsey partners Chris Bradley, Martin Hirt, and Sven Smit studied companies over a fifteen-year period to determine which achieved longer-term, nonlinear success. As they found, the biggest predictor of a company’s long-term success was its consistent ability to grow and evolve through moves like mergers, initiatives to improve productivity, and the like. As the authors remark, “Not moving is probably the riskiest strategy of all.” The overall lesson for companies, and indeed for all of us: You need to Grow, or you just might Go.


WHEN THE MYTH STOPS, EVERYTHING CAN START


Throughout 2010 and 2011, Nicky’s monthly revenue growth declined. Her landlord, despite increasing store closures in the mall, still refused to lower her rent and pressured her to renew her lease for another three years. In December 2012, after numerous phone conversations, Nicky and I agreed to spend a weekend together poring through all her financials, identifying new business options in great detail, and modeling them on a spreadsheet. By the end of the weekend, Nicky understood how much her current choice was “costing her” and how other possible choices stacked up financially and emotionally, at least in theory. We agreed on the many steps she could take in parallel to explore these choices further.


Over the next few years, Nicky took some of those steps in fits and starts. She began investigating other practice locations but concluded that this option wouldn’t work well for her or her patients. Seeking out a new location would carry plenty of risk, and it would burden her with costly setup expenses. Meanwhile, she would continue to feel the stresses of being an entrepreneur. Nicky sometimes heard of practices in the area that had room for another doctor, but they weren’t well suited to her business. In 2015, Nicky finally went to her landlord and refused to sign a new long-term lease. She renegotiated a short-term lease with month-to-month options, thus allowing flexibility to make a future move. Her landlord agreed, and for the first time in recent years, Nicky began to form an exit strategy from the status quo.


In early 2017, we had a conversation that finally shook everything loose for her. More worried than ever about the mall’s declining prospects, Nicky made a bold decision: Rather than waiting any longer to decide on her next move, she put her practice on pause so she would have time to step back and put her full energy into determining the best new options for her and her patients. Pausing her income and letting her patients know was a daunting thought. But she understood that a new possibility would only begin to unfold when she fully let go of the choice she’d lived with for so long. Her relief at exiting her current situation was palpable.


Slowly, she began to become excited about what might come next. She also let others in her network know that she was finally moving on. Serendipity stepped in to help: A friend told her of a new medical clinic opening up much closer to her home, part of a larger venture-backed medical company opening locations throughout the region. Each location offered combined medical and optometry services, and the company was seeking optometrists to build out these practices.


Nicky went in and interviewed, informing the company of the many strong patient relationships she had built over her seventeen-year run. Impressed, Nicky and the clinic agreed on a mutually beneficial and highly lucrative contract for her to work with them. The deal, which Nicky accepted, was financially compelling, and it allowed her to work closer to home, maintain a more reasonable weekly schedule, and continue to serve her existing patients (with more comprehensive services, additionally). Only by taking a risk and shutting down her mall practice had Nicky finally opened a pathway for new possibilities to materialize. Happily, one did, an opportunity she’d never imagined, after years of stress and difficulty.


Nicky’s success didn’t happen overnight. Rather, she pieced together smaller and then bigger choices over several years to unlock an entirely new career possibility, one that leveraged her experience as an entrepreneur and optometrist in a whole new way. By finally letting go of her fear of the Single Choice, Nicky gained the courage, flexibility, and momentum she needed to start her next journey.


If you’ve been struggling to move ahead, now is the time to take stock of how you think about risk. The Myth of the Single Choice prevents us from moving both in challenging situations and at times when choices abound. It falsely persuades us that we’re better off doing nothing, when in fact that is likely our riskiest move. It keeps us married to the hero’s journey of our imagination, distancing us from life as it really is. Luckily for us, the number of choices and combinations of choices that can move us toward our goals is virtually infinite as long as we’re willing to put ourselves in motion. When the myth stops, everything really can start.


POSSIBILITY POINTERS




	Many of us believe that a single large choice determines our ultimate success or failure (the Myth of the Single Choice).



	In truth, careers unfold over a long series of risks and choices, large and small. Multiple combinations of moves unlock success.



	Our biggest risk is inaction. Grow or go!













2 [image: images] PUMP YOUR RISK-TAKING MUSCLES


If you to want to learn the basics of risk-taking, there’s nothing better than learning how to sell. My own education began in the summer of 1989, when, after completing my first year of university, I returned to my hometown of St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada, to get a summer job. I’d always worked in my parents’ medical office, and my father wanted nothing more than for me to continue that, but I had other ideas. That summer, I wanted to stand on my own two feet and land an office job outside of the family. Scanning the local newspaper’s job postings, I applied for secretarial jobs at small businesses. The local Filter Queen franchise hired me to answer the phone, and I was on my way.


If you haven’t heard of a Filter Queen, I don’t blame you — I hadn’t either. During the 1980s, it was the Rolls Royce of vacuum cleaners, with its “patented cyclonic action system” and nifty attachments capable of cleaning any corner of your home. Although many a homemaker knew of these devices, many others didn’t, and neither did they understand why they should pay many hundreds of dollars for the privilege of owning one. To help them understand, salespeople demonstrated the product at home, convincing people that their lives would be very much the worse without a Filter Queen.


Day one on the job turned out to be quite eye-opening. I entered a nondescript building, no company logo anywhere in sight, and made my way to the shabby chairs and desk in the front office where I’d be sitting. John, the owner of the franchise who drove a pretty sweet green Jaguar, had his office right behind my desk. With little fanfare or training, he asked me to start answering the phones. It didn’t take long for me to understand where the real action happened: off to the right, in another small, equally bare room with a few tables and desks, a whole lot of yellow pages directories, and four or five salespeople trying their hardest to make some magic happen.


There were Gary and Sarah, the husband-and-wife team who often brought their new baby into work. Sarah would spend hours calling to land appointments on the phone and then send Gary out to do the demo and to close in person. There was Donny, a young, cocky salesman with blue eyes, a big grin, and a whole lot of charm. He could close sales like no other. And there were a number of new sales recruits in the office each week, each trying their hand at making a living dialing for dollars. A few made it, but many didn’t.


The selling itself was as nitty-gritty as it gets. Starting at nine a.m., each rep would open the phonebook and cold-call total strangers, trying to convince them to take forty-five minutes out of their day to witness the magic of the Filter Queen in their homes. They’d dial a number and get hung up on before they even got out a few sentences. They’d dial a number and find out that the line had gotten disconnected. They’d dial a number, give their full pitch, and then get hung up on. They’d dial a number, give their pitch, encounter resistance, give another pitch, and another, and then get hung up on.


I witnessed my share of dubious tactics, and also had to handle a fair number of unhappy customers myself who felt they had paid too much for their Filter Queens. But by the end of the summer, I had gained respect and appreciation for this quirky tribe of which I’d been a small part. Every day, these folks put their egos at risk to make a living, handling rejection again and again in order to achieve an ultimate success. While many people fear facing even one failure, these individuals were willing to take lots of little chances every day and had learned to let little fails roll off their backs. Rather than a slog, life in the Filter Queen office was pretty damn fun, and funny.


The lesson on the value of learning to sell stuck, and I went on during college to make a small career of it myself. I started in retail sales at the local mall while in school, and the following summer began selling conference room space to businesses for a hotel in London, Ontario (where I attended university). I cold-called, pitched, closed, taking little risks every day to make something happen. Like my old friends from Filter Queen, I developed some risk-taking muscles, especially when it came to overcoming the fear of selling and rejection, becoming quite comfortable taking chances again and again, failing much of the time, but still succeeding enough times to become a pretty good salesperson.


If you want to buck the Myth of the Single Choice, a great way to start is by making a habit of taking smaller risks in your daily life. Before you take bigger, bold chances, get some practice when the stakes are lower. You don’t have to take a sales job, but you do have to consciously look for reasons to take risks in order to become more comfortable with it. Eleanor Roosevelt advised us, “Do one thing every day that scares you.” I think that putting yourself out there on the line just a little bit at a time — but doing it lots of times — is a great way to build risk-taking muscles.


REFRAMING RISK


As we’ve seen, the definition of risk invokes the looming specter of loss. I believe most people think about risk similarly, as a dalliance with danger. Interestingly, risk-taking is defined in a much more balanced way: as “the act or fact of doing something that involves danger or risk in order to achieve a goal.” While acknowledging the uncertainty of any move, this simple definition directs equal attention on the positive objectives of most risk-taking. It suggests that every day we have the opportunity to take chances, big and small, to further our goals.


No matter where we are in life, taking micro-risks first can empower us to take more and bigger risks and to achieve more. We don’t need to begin the journey to possibility by imagining imminent danger or large loss. Worse yet, we shouldn’t wait until the unfortunate day when we face a potentially life-altering decision to take our first risk. We can begin now and start small in pursuing the simplest of positive goals.


Looking back on it, I feel like I was exposed to a very “normalized” and positive view of risk-taking as a child, well before my first pre-career foray into sales. I have my parents to thank for that. At a glance, you would be hard-pressed to call Drs. Singh and Ahluwalia risk-takers. They certainly took one big risk before I was born, moving to Canada from Africa later in their lives. In Africa, they had enjoyed a successful joint medical practice and a great lifestyle. After their move, they had to recertify their medical training and start over financially in a new country. Once settled in Canada, however, they lived a fairly conventional life as proprietors of a modest medical practice. I grew up solidly middle class in the small town of St. Catharines, Ontario, where my parents’ main mission was to provide a great education for each of their children.


Behind the scenes, though, my father was an entrepreneur and dreamer of possibilities who gave me an early education in risk-taking and its benefits. From the moment he first taught me to do his taxes (yes, you read that right), starting at the age of eight or so, I understood running a small business not as an inherently risky and mysterious endeavor but as a repeatable process that involved continuous doses of risk-taking. Some of these risks were small, as when he tried build a brand for his medical office by calling it the HealthCare ServiceCenter long before consumers would understand what it even meant to have branded health care services. Others were larger, as when he took out a mortgage to buy a new building that could house multiple doctors in the hopes of establishing the area’s first walk-in clinic. (He did this a good ten years before this innovation would take hold and become the basis for many new and large medical corporations.)


At a macro level, several of these risks didn’t work out the way he imagined — my dad never achieved his dreams of outsize business success. But my enduring memory of my father is that of a man who felt fulfilled and was happy to take chances small and large in the pursuit of business possibility. He never talked about risk-taking with me — he didn’t have to. It was simply what he did every day as an entrepreneur and small business owner. He was equal parts pragmatic and ambitious in his approach to taking chances, and this shaped my worldview, too.


RISK-TAKING FOR UPSIDE


Even when our lives are perfectly fine, opportunities exist to find and take small risks to accelerate our growth and build our risk-taking muscles. Reflecting on my childhood experiences and my career since, I’ve identified four simple reasons why most of us take risks (Figure 4).


[image: Image]

A diagram entitled ‘the reasons we take risks’. A bold horizontal line labelled ‘present situation’ is at the centre of the diagram. Above the line are three phrases labelled ‘positive’. Below is one phrase labelled ‘negative’.


Figure 4
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