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For Kenneth L. B. Dauer,


my brother and friend
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A headline from the Onion proclaimed, “Man Convinces Himself He Has the Job of His Dreams.” The job, as you might expect from a satirical newspaper, is a soul-crushing and tedious one. Yet because the man sees no alternative, he decides he really likes it. “It’s wonderful that I’m trapped here for the foreseeable future,” he says.


The best satires relate to real life in some way. Many people really are stuck in soul-crushing jobs, with no escape route in sight. If you find yourself trapped for the foreseeable future, you have two obvious options: settle or make a trade-off.


In the first scenario, you accept that there’s no way out, and you continue working the soul-crushing job that steals your joy. You spend a third of your life doing something you don’t like, but you decide not to take any steps to change that situation. This first scenario is not actually that unusual—plenty of people do this. They can’t see any alternatives, so they disengage from work and try to find meaning and purpose elsewhere.


In the second scenario, you decide to live frugally, working a job that supports your basic needs without taking up all your time. You don’t love your work, but that’s okay, because you love other things. Or maybe the kind of work you love doesn’t pay all that well, so you accept the sacrifice for what you receive in return.


There’s nothing fundamentally wrong with either choice, but neither is that exciting. What if you don’t want to settle? What if you want to find the kind of work that you truly love and you don’t want to eat ramen noodles every night? Why can’t you have it all?


Happily, you can. As you’ll see throughout this book, some people manage to find this work. They’ve won the career lottery, and the results weren’t all determined by chance. Whether through their own brilliance or, more likely, as a result of trial and error, they’ve found the work they were born to do—and that’s what makes all the difference.


This book will help you find that thing, too. If you don’t want to choose between the two undesirable options, this book will show you a third way.


The book consists of two major sections. In the first section, you’ll master a series of lessons that will help you understand what you want and how to get it. In the second section, you’ll explore a menu of options designed to help you implement those lessons through a variety of strategies and tactics.


Everything you’ll learn in both sections is highly practical. Not everything will apply to you, but that’s okay—it’s a big book. Choose what excites you, and focus on what will bring you closer to your goals.


This book will also challenge many popular beliefs about the way we live and work. As you’ll see, some of these conventional assumptions about what a dream career should look like are misguided or simply wrong. Fortunately, there’s a better way, a way that will lead you to the work you were born to do. This book will help you find it.


TERMS OF ENGAGEMENT


Because we’re changing the world together, the book includes a few different words and phrases that you may not have encountered before. Here’s a quick guide to some of them:




•   Escapology: the art of leaving a job or situation that doesn’t meet your needs


•   Serially resetting: the concept of changing your life and work every few years


•   Flow: the all-encompassing feeling you get from working well at something you enjoy


•   Side hustle: a means of earning money apart from your job


•   Digital asset: an income-earning project that exists entirely online


•   Gold rush: a short-term opportunity to make a lot of cash


•   Umbrella profession: a career consisting of multiple jobs or roles, but all under a unifying theme




My hope is that by the time we’re done together, these concepts—and the many others you’ll learn throughout the book—will provide you not just a whole new vocabulary but also an entirely new way of thinking about how you live and work.


MISSION OBJECTIVES


This isn’t a book that tells you how to quit your job and work for yourself (I already wrote one of those). There’s no one-size-fits-all model for a dream career, and not everyone wants to work entirely on their own.


Even if you receive a regular paycheck and have no intention of ever starting a business, it’s important to understand that you are still essentially self-employed. No one will look out for your interests as much as you will, so you should make active decisions and take responsibility for your own success as much as possible. This book will give you an edge in both of those areas. Even if you have absolutely no desire to start your own business and are perfectly happy working for a conventional employer, there are plenty of tactics and strategies for turning that job into the work you were born to do.


Lastly, please note that this book is action-oriented. You’ll learn why it’s important to do certain things, but you can also put a number of tools to use right away. If you’re in a hurry, I’ve listed some bookmarks to instant action plans for you below. For best results, however, don’t skip over the Joy-Money-Flow model beginning here. We’ll be referring to it throughout the rest of the book.




•   Make more money: here


•   Master the job hunt: here


•   Solve career dilemmas: here


•   Hack your existing job: here


•   Quit your job on good terms: here


•   Negotiate a better salary or benefits: here


•   Turn a side hustle into a full-time gig: here


•   Be the best boss you ever had: here


•   Build a career around your many skills, passions, and interests: here




There are many more strategies and action plans like these throughout the next 13 chapters. In different ways, the goal of each is to help you make huge changes and major improvements in your career.


If you’ve read this far, I’m guessing that you don’t want to settle, and you don’t want to suffer. Let’s work together to find something much better.






“For a long time I thought I should find some passion. Now I realize that passion is not uncovered, it is created. But most people never put in the effort required to get good at something to the point where you grow to love it. I think the passion myth is the number one reason my friends are miserable at their jobs.”


—MELODIE, AGE 25, SYSTEMS AND PROCESSES ARCHITECT
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There’s more than one possible path to career success, but you want to find the best one—the thing you were born to do. You want to win the career lottery and discover a job or vocation that doesn’t feel like work. Achieving this goal will require changes in mindset, strategy, and action.




If you won the lottery tomorrow, how would your life be different?


Some people might dash straight out to the luxury car lot, and then drive home in a shiny new toy before booking a Caribbean vacation.


Others might pay off their debt and invest the rest for a comfortable future.


Still others might shrug and give the money to charity.


When it comes to their jobs and careers, different members of our group of hypothetical lottery winners would probably choose different responses. Some people would quit immediately, walking out with no notice. Others would use the experience to reflect on what they really wanted to do, and then proceed with the security of having all the money they needed to take the risks to pursue the thing they always dreamed of—whether it’s opening a surf shop in Bora Bora, founding a nonprofit in sub-Saharan Africa, or building a tech startup.


Some people, perhaps the truly lucky ones, would look at their lottery winnings and say, “You know, this money’s great, but I like what I’m doing enough to stay. Maybe I’ll take that vacation on the beach, and maybe I’ll buy that car I’ve always wanted, but then I’ll drive it back to my office after a week of sunbathing.”


In case you’re wondering, none of these answers is the single “right” one. When you win the lottery, it’s your money to do with as you please. And even if you love your job, winning the lottery would probably encourage you to reevaluate. Do you love your job so much that you’d do it if you didn’t need the money?


Work isn’t everything in life, but we spend a great deal of our lives at work. Some people, it seems, really do have it all. These people take to their working roles as if it’s the absolute best possible fit for them—it’s as though they were born to fulfill a certain role. If you’ve ever worked on something you took great pleasure in, yet you also got paid for it, you know what this is about. And if you haven’t experienced this career bliss yourself, you may have observed it in others.


Ever come across a childhood friend whom you’d lost track of for many years? Maybe he pops up on a social network, or maybe you run into her at the coffee shop. Wherever it is, you hear what that person has been doing for the past 10 or 20 or more years, and you realize it makes perfect sense. Of course she became a lawyer—she was always detail-oriented and inquisitive. Of course he went into teaching—he was always patient and methodical.


These are the winners of the career lottery; they are people who found what they were meant to do. They’re happier because of it, and they are likely more successful, too.


Whatever it was, those people have essentially picked up a winning lottery ticket to the world of work. That’s the goal for all of us: to find work that feels like play, yet also has meaning and a good paycheck attached to it.


Winning a gazillion dollars in the lottery would be nice, but finding what you were meant to do is far more important. This book will help you win a different kind of lottery—not the kind where someone descends on your doorstep with a oversized check, ready to send you straight to that car dealership or Prada store.


It’s better.


“WHAT DO YOU DO FOR A LIVING?”


It’s the question you’ve probably heard a thousand times, whether at parties, networking events, your kid’s soccer game, or any other number of places. Depending on what’s happening in your life at the moment, the question may fill you with excitement, dread, or something in between.


The question, of course, is “What do you do?” In these situations, it usually means “What do you do for work?” As I was writing this book, I asked this question of hundreds of people. Here are a few of their answers, presented in abbreviated form.


The acupuncturist: “I help people who have health problems that conventional medicine has been unable to explain or treat, and those who are looking for a more natural approach to health and well-being.”


The online community manager: “I play a game of whack-a-mole all day. In real-life terms, I’m a community manager. I do everything from business owner seminars to media liaising, party planning to event sponsorships, speaking socially on community marketing to late-night troll fights.”


The potter: “I tell people I’m retired. After working for ‘the man’ for so many years, I do feel like I’m retired. Don’t be fooled—I actually work harder now than ever, but I love what I do, so only about 20 percent feels like work, and that is the marketing and bookkeeping.”


The nomad: “I don’t have a standard answer yet. Sometimes I say I’m a writer. Other times I say I’m a filmmaker. If I’m feeling particularly bold, I might say I live in an RV and travel, and leave it at that.”


The answers to “What do you do?” can be so much more diverse and interesting than most people realize, especially when these answers are more than just vague descriptions like “I’m a teacher” or “I work for a magazine.” Even more interesting than the answers to “What do you do?,” however, is the rarely-asked follow-up of what led them to their answer. After all, with all the countless career paths and options out there, how do people find that one thing they were born to do?


“HOW DID YOU GET THERE?”


There may be a few superhumans out there who know from age five exactly what they want to do when they grow up, and what form it will take. For the rest of us, it’s almost never that simple. Jobs and careers don’t fall from the sky to land at our feet, where we simply pick them up and accept them as the perfect fit for life.


Simply put, the process of discovery unfolds a bit differently for most people. As we advance throughout a career (or series of careers), most of us have a number of different work experiences ranging from frustrating to awesome. You can learn something from any job, of course, but most of the time we learn as much about what we don’t want as what we do.


When I asked hundreds of people who found the work they were “born to do” what paths they took to become the acupuncturist, the civil servant, the teacher, or whatever their current profession is, one theme ran through all their responses: the search took time and effort, and the path had lots of twists and turns, but they all kept working toward it. They believed in the goal, and when they encountered obstacles, they found ways around them.


You may be familiar with “The Road Not Taken,” the classic poem by Robert Frost. The poem is about arriving at a path that diverges and having to choose a single direction. In the end, the poet chooses “the road less traveled,” and we’re told that it “made all the difference.” Great poem! But guess what? Maybe the choice of road didn’t matter after all. Because in real life, there are many possible paths that can lead us to that lottery-winning job or career.


What if there was a sequel to “The Road Not Taken,” written from the perspective of going back in time and making the opposite choice? It probably wouldn’t be as poetic: “Hey, everyone, I went back to that road I ignored before. Turns out I got to where I wanted to go anyway! Either choice would have been okay.”


The Pulitzer Prize belongs to Frost, not me—but the point is that when it comes to the life choices we make, there really is more than one path.


Not only is it true that there’s more than one path you can pursue in life, it’s also true that you can be happy any number of ways. Even so, some paths are better than others. Sure, you could be happy in a variety of situations—but couldn’t you be happier doing some things as opposed to others?
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And if it’s true that some paths are better than others, then there’s probably one path that’s best of all. There’s a perfect fit somewhere, one that leads to a feeling of total fulfillment and satisfaction that only comes from waking up every day and getting paid to do something you love.


That’s why our goal here isn’t just happiness: it’s to find the thing you were born to do.


JOINING THE CIRCUS


Let’s say your dream is to run away and join the circus. Maybe you’ve always been enchanted by clowns (“How do they all get in that tiny car?”), or perhaps you’ve been practicing your tightrope act in the backyard when you should have been doing your homework. Great. So what are your next steps?


Your quest will probably begin with some sort of research. You may visit a traveling circus and ask to speak to whoever’s in charge of hiring. You may go online and search for circus jobs. Somehow you’ll uncover more information on qualifications (must be good with animals), working conditions (never a dull moment), salary (enough to live on, but not much more), benefits (free peanuts), and the hiring process.


Soon you score an interview for the role of elephant trainer, and ultimately land the job. Congratulations! You report to the elephant tent to begun your inaugural assignment, full of joy and hope. After a few weeks on the job, however, you realize that joining the circus isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. The running away part was fun; the cleaning up after the elephants, not so much. You learned what you liked and what you didn’t.


So you move on and change roles, getting a job in the ticket sales department. At first you appreciate the new set of responsibilities and the freedom from cleaning up after elephants. But you soon discover that work in the ticket office not only is boring but also requires you to report to duty several nights a week and every weekend. You then decide to leave the circus altogether and do what your parents suggested in the first place: you get a cushy office job in ad sales.


But—and this probably doesn’t come as a surprise—working for a big corporate company isn’t the right fit for you, either. You spend the weeks counting down to Friday night, until one day you’re in a meeting with a client who runs a boutique clothing line. A lightbulb goes off in your head. Finally, you realize that designing circus-themed T-shirts was the work you were “born to do” all along.


This is a highly simplified example, but the point is that when you’re starting out in the world of work, you probably don’t know exactly what you want, at least not right away—and that’s normal. Figuring it out takes time and experience, and probably some setbacks along the way. Finding the work you were meant to do is rarely a linear journey. It’s a process of exploring many little twists and turns that lead us to the place we ultimately belong.


THE WINNING TICKET


Let’s go back to our group of lottery winners. How did they get so lucky? Does it all come down to chance, or did they make smart decisions along the way that led to the appearance of luck?


The first thing to notice is that even in a retirement plan as unreliable as the lottery, you still need to enter to win. Without a ticket, you have zero chance of success.


Also, lottery winners didn’t just purchase the ticket—they also had to follow up with at least a few actions. If they bought the winning ticket and never checked the numbers, the choice to buy the ticket was meaningless.


Finally, they had to present themselves as winners, sign all the disclosure forms, agree to pay all required taxes, and have their photo taken while holding up that ridiculously oversized check.


These actions may seem simple, but every year millions of dollars in winnings (real money!) are never claimed. Even lottery winners determined completely by luck have to make all-or-nothing choices to ensure they collect their winnings.


Now for some great news: while the actual lottery is nearly impossible to win, the career lottery isn’t. This is very important! If the actual lottery is set up properly, there’s no way to hack it. You win or you lose—and most of us lose, of course—according to the laws of probability and other variables that are completely outside your control.


With the career lottery, however, you have a great deal of influence over the results. The actions you take now will directly affect the opportunities available to you in the future. That’s why it’s so important to take the right kinds of actions. If you plan strategically, you can greatly increase your odds of tremendous success.


In short, we want to be lucky—at least as much as we can control our luck—but we also want to make the right decisions along the way.




The Path to Lottery Winnings


Decisions: make the right ones


Luck: increase it wherever possible





OUR GOAL: FLIP THE SCRIPT


Consciously or not, many people tend to choose paths in life by following a preexisting script. By “script” I mean any expectation or assumption about how we should act. Whether in the workplace or greater society, some scripts and norms are important for social cohesion. For example, regardless of our politics, most of us pay taxes because we understand that public goods cost money, and because we don’t want to go to jail. This is a good script to follow, generally speaking.


Many other scripts and norms, however, exist merely out of tradition, regardless of whether they’re still relevant, or to preserve an existing power structure. Even worse, some exist for no discernible reason whatsoever. And when it comes to careers, social scripts can be particularly unhelpful. You may be discouraged from the kind of thinking or actions you need to find your dream job or career. For example:




•   Script #1: Entry-level positions should lead to junior management positions, which should eventually become higher management positions (sometimes regardless of the skills of the employees in question), with the goal being to work your way up to the “C-suite,” or the corner office.


•   Script #2: Everyone has a specific “career niche” that they should pigeon-hole themselves into—and once you find yours, don’t bother trying to expand or break free of it by exploring other opportunities, skills, or roles.


•   Script #3: If a career opportunity—any opportunity—comes your way, take it. You’ll probably get this chance only once, so don’t blow it.


•   Script #4: Everyone should work 35 to 40 hours a week, mostly in the office, usually on the same days and times (even though research shows that this is largely an unproductive schedule for most people).




Scripts like these, and others that limit the range of paths you can follow or outcomes you can achieve, are at best misguided. Other times they are simply wrong.


Throughout the book, I’ll show you how you can get much better results by “flipping the script” and taking an approach that’s the opposite of what you may have heard before. When you flip the script, you either update, remix, or in some cases turn the traditional career advice on its head. Consider these alternative ideas:


•   Revised script #1: Don’t think like a CEO.


Blogs and magazines are full of advice columns on “how to invest like Warren Buffett” or “how to manage like Steve Jobs.” If you have a billion dollars sitting around, Warren’s a great guy to mentor you. For everyone else, Warren would be the first to say that you’ll probably achieve better returns by investing in index funds and letting your money grow on its own. Similarly, by most accounts, Steve Jobs was a brilliant designer—and a harsh manager who valued products over people and sometimes left employees cowering in his wake. Is that who you really want as your role model?


Since most of us aren’t Warren or Steve, we can’t simply apply the same tactics and expect similar results. We need to think for ourselves and find our own tactics. A better plan is to emulate the guy in the slightly smaller office who loves his job, gets along with everyone, and actually has a life outside work.


•   Revised script #2: Don’t “find a niche”; live a well-rounded life.


Somewhere along the way, you may have been given some terrible advice to choose a niche. But in the vast majority of jobs, specialization is hugely overrated. Some people do find a niche, and they focus on that specialization to the exclusion of all others. Many others, though, excel in environments that reward a more complex blend of skills, talents, and interests. If you’ve ever been presented with a choice between two undesirable outcomes and you said, “I’d like door number three,” you already know there’s another way.


Again, the goal is to find what’s best for you, not choose from someone else’s list of cookie-cutter choices.


•   Revised script #3: If you miss one opportunity, there will be others.


Most of us have a deep-seated fear of making the wrong career choice. We tend to stick with what we know, especially when it’s “good enough.” Yet most career choices can be changed or even reversed. Changing it up is not only normal but also often better. Richard Branson put it best: “Business opportunities are like buses. There’s always another one coming.”


It’s not just business opportunities that are like buses; opportunities of all kinds are always zooming by. If you miss out on one, you can usually hop on another.


•   Revised script #4: There’s more than one way to work.


Think about the people you know who are blissfully happy in their jobs. Maybe they have a great job with one of those companies that offers unlimited vacation and the opportunity to set your own hours. Maybe they’re able to work from home. Or maybe they prefer to work with a team—but they have a great team. If you had the choice of two jobs with equal pay but one offered better working conditions and more flexibility, wouldn’t you choose that one?


READING THIS BOOK WILL HELP YOU “LEVEL UP”


I’ll promise you one more thing before you read any further: this book is not about marginal improvement. If your job sucks, gaining the right to take off early one Friday a month won’t make much of a difference. If you’re $80,000 in debt, a 4 percent raise won’t pay off your creditors. You don’t need to make small changes; you need to level up.


This book is designed to help you do just that. I’ve spent the past 10 years traveling the world and studying different kinds of careers. When talking with people who describe their dream job, I’ve noticed that they tend to use very similar language. Comments like these are common:




I feel like I’ve won the career lottery.


I can’t believe I get paid for this. Don’t tell anyone, but I like it so much I’d do it for free.


Work doesn’t feel like work. It often feels like play, and even when it’s hard, it’s usually meaningful.




Sounds nice, doesn’t it? That’s how it feels when you find your dream job or otherwise create the perfect circumstances for how you’ll spend a third of your waking hours.


It’s time to pick out your winning lottery ticket. Where will it take you?






“A dream job looks different for everyone. For some it’s passive income. For some it’s corporate. For some it’s working 1:1 with clients. For some it’s being able to work from anywhere. In the end, it’s what freedom feels and looks like to each one of us.”


—CAROLINE, AGE 34, NATUROPATH
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You don’t have to choose between doing what you love and making a good living. In this chapter, you’ll learn to use the Joy-Money-Flow model to understand your preferred work style and get clearer about your goals.





When you’re an adult, you get the “What do you do?” question a lot. But when you were a kid, you probably heard a very different variation of that question at least once: “What do you want to be when you grow up?”


Many of us heard it more than once, from teachers, parents, and other authority figures who encouraged us to dream big and answer with something specific. And indeed, kids often answer this question with wildly ambitious answers like president, astronaut, or professional athlete. Of course, as adults we know that these are unrealistic and out-of-reach careers for most people, but to a child dreaming of his or her future, there’s no limit to the imagination.


Do you remember how you answered this question?


Maybe you dreamed of doing something your parents did. If your mom was a doctor, perhaps that sounded good. You liked the idea of helping people, and the hospital seemed like an interesting place to work. Or maybe your dad was an architect and you went to his office one day and saw some cool drawings of big buildings. Maybe that caught your interest and you decided “architect” was as good an answer as any.


Or maybe your aspirations weren’t so high-minded, and Mom and Dad weren’t your career role models. Did you want to be the mail carrier who drove the fun little car? The supermarket check-out guy who always seemed so happy to see you? The person in charge of that awesome Zamboni machine at a hockey game? It makes sense if you did, because what we see is what we emulate.


In my case, I had a combination of two career dreams, both of which came from my dad. He worked as an aerospace engineer, supporting shuttle launches in the early 1980s and then writing code for Boeing, before he retired to write novels. One early memory stands out. He took me to his office during some sort of test for the space shuttle and gave me an assignment. I don’t remember all the details, and I certainly didn’t understand them at the time, but I had the impression that it was something important. My assignment was to watch a specific measurement gauge and tell my dad if the needle went above a certain number.
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It’s probably fair to assume that the safety of the astronauts or the future of NASA did not depend on my close attention to the measurement under my watch. At the age of six, though, that’s exactly what I thought was happening. The entire space industry was counting on me! When the test was pronounced a success, I took pride in my contribution—and then I was ready for lunch.


I don’t recall where my dad took me to eat after that critical assignment at NASA, but I have a good guess. More often than not, we went to Burger King. I loved that place. If I could have eaten at Burger King every day, I’d have been a very happy six-year-old. True, I sometimes had to make tough choices: fries or onion rings? vanilla shake or apple pie? But aside from these dilemmas, I was content with my double cheeseburger and packets of ketchup.


And that’s why, at the age of six, whenever an adult asked me, “What do you want to be when you grow up?,” my answer was a toss-up. Sometimes I wanted to work with the astronauts, and other times I wanted to work at Burger King. Both careers seemed equally exciting and fulfilling. Of course, I had yet to truly understand what was involved with either one.


GROWING UP AND MAKING DECISIONS


Being asked what you hope to grow into is normal when you are a kid. Sooner or later, though, you reach a certain age where people stop asking—or if they do ask, the tone of the question becomes ominous. Suddenly “What are your dreams? You can do anything you want” becomes “What are you going to do with your life? You’d better figure it out soon.”


To many adults, a child whose greatest aspiration is to work at a fast-food restaurant is amusing. But an adult who harbors no greater ambition than deep-frying processed potatoes isn’t normally granted much respect.


By the same token, a six-year-old who says he wants to be an astronaut is regarded as adorable, whereas an adult—aside perhaps from a few MIT graduates—who voices the same ambition is thought to be deluded. Once you pass the daydreaming stage of adolescence, realities and practicalities settle in, and you have to make real decisions. You have to decide about education, specialization, internships, or first jobs, and so on. Suddenly the choices seem overwhelmingly limitless. You may join the military, which conveniently pays for education in exchange for an extended commitment of service. You may want to be a doctor, lawyer, or engineer. You may want to pursue a career in the arts or in finance, or work in the media. You may want to do something totally different.
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No matter your choice, you’ll probably jump into it with limited information and without a full understanding either of how to get there or of what the landscape will look like when you finally arrive. And to complicate matters further, throughout the next few years all sorts of things may happen to change the course of those initial decisions. After an initial investigation into something you thought you’d enjoy, perhaps a college class or an internship or a first job, you might discover that it’s not your thing after all.


Once I abandoned my dreams of working at NASA or Burger King, I thought I’d be good at accounting, so I chose it as a major during my first year of college. My professors thought differently, and they encouraged a rapid change by returning my early exams with dismal marks. Sure, I probably could have persevered, studied extra hard, and proved them wrong—but my heart wasn’t in it. Accounting clearly wasn’t the best fit for me, so I switched to something else.


I made this switch fairly early, but for some, reality sets in a bit later. You may get a degree in something only to discover that the field you were interested in has become outdated, or you might start looking for a position only to find that the job market in your proposed field is particularly crowded. Or maybe you start a family, and those choices affect the career options that are available to you.


Most common of all, and no matter what course of action you take, you may stumble into something completely different as you go along. You may discover a skill you didn’t know you had, a passion you never thought you’d have the chance to pursue, or a new job opportunity you never expected. Maybe a former colleague calls to offer you a job at his new company, or a part-time business partnership with a friend from college turns into a real business. You didn’t plan for it, but all of a sudden you’re doing something you never before considered.


The point is that careers are rarely as ordered or intentional as we tend to assume. When we’re just beginning adulthood, most of us don’t really know what we want to do for the next 40 to 60 years of our working life. We have ideas and dreams, but the future is murky. Much remains to be unlocked. Many things may change along the path to finding the work you were born to do.


THE SIMPLE FORMULA FOR THE WORK YOU WERE BORN TO DO: JOY-MONEY-FLOW


Another tenet of traditional career advice is that everyone is different and we all want different things. It’s true that every individual has a unique set of skills and interests, and that our backgrounds and contexts are naturally different. But do we all truly want different things? Maybe it’s not so complicated: for the most part, we all want to find a career that meets the same few specific needs.


Despite our differences, most of us want a balanced life full of work that brings happiness and prosperity. As much as possible, we want to do something we enjoy. We want to put our skills to good use. And ideally, we don’t want to face a false choice between love or money—we’d like to do what we love and be well compensated for it.


Put simply, here’s what we’re looking for:




•   Something that makes us happy (joy)


•   Something that’s financially viable (money)


•   Something that maximizes our unique skills (flow)





Remember the goal of this book: to help you win the career lottery and find the work you were meant to do. There’s more than one path to this ideal world, but without all of these characteristics being met, you won’t have a perfect match. It’s entirely possible to do something you love that doesn’t pay well. It’s also possible to get paid well for something you dislike, or something you just tolerate—plenty of people essentially forge a compromise, putting up with a bad situation in exchange for a good paycheck. Finally, it’s also possible to enjoy what you do or get paid well for it (or both), but to still lack that sense of all-encompassing flow, where the hours pass like minutes because you’re so completely in the zone of doing something you’re really good at.


None of those situations is what you want, though. To find the work you were born to do, you need the right combination of joy, money, and flow.


Here’s the rest of the story of how I found mine.


MAKING A LIVING, FROM BURGER KING TO BASKETBALL


A lot of career advice begins right back at age six. It certainly did for me, back when I was busy conducting critical tests for NASA and convincing my dad to take me to Burger King as often as I could. “You can do anything you want,” adults usually promise, without any explanation or assurance of how “anything” is possible. Nice as it might sound to our young ears, this advice is absurd. There are definitely some things you aren’t going to do, and there’s no shortage of things you shouldn’t do. But that’s okay—in fact, it’s good.


By the time I was 12 years old, I no longer wanted to work at Burger King. Now I had a new ambition: to play professional basketball. I practiced hundreds of free throws in my backyard, faithfully reenacting the scene in which I scored the final basket in the NBA championship. You’re welcome, everyone. I’m ready to be doused with Gatorade!


Never mind that I’d never played on a team or even in a real game. Clearly, this was one fantasy that wasn’t going anywhere. There’s probably a story floating around about someone who became a professional basketball player through sheer determination and hard work, but the reality is, no matter how hard I practiced, I wouldn’t ever make the NBA. I don’t want to crush your own childhood dreams, but whether it’s becoming the president of the United States or being a test pilot for jetpacks, there are certain futures that just aren’t going to happen, either for lack of skills, lack of aptitude, lack of opportunity, or some combination of the above. The reality is that there are some career fantasies you’ll never achieve no matter how hard you try . . . so whatever those are for you, they shouldn’t be your goals.


A few years after my childhood service to NASA and the backyard fantasies of taking my NBA team to the championship ran their course, I had to start making some real choices. I went to college and began shopping around the course catalog. That initial foray into studying accounting was quickly discarded when I struggled to make passing grades. As I took other classes, I discovered that I enjoyed the field of sociology. I loved learning about how people define themselves in relation to others, and how different groups interact and evolve over time. Last but not least, I certainly displayed more of an aptitude for the subject than I had for accounting.


I earned my degree in sociology and proceeded to a short-lived graduate program, but by the time I was there my interests had further evolved. I enjoyed the topics I was studying, but the opportunities in those fields were limited without several more years of education. My night job, loading boxes on a truck for FedEx, held little enjoyment or advancement potential, so it was also highly unlikely to turn into the career of my dreams.


Meanwhile, I had begun to moonlight—literally, since much of the process took place after I got off work at FedEx at 2:00 a.m. and before I had to be in class at 10:00 a.m.—by buying and selling things online. Though I never managed to excel in those accounting classes, it turned out I was actually pretty good at making money and operating a small business.


You may have noticed that I haven’t used the m-word—“money”—in this story until now. This is a great place to bring it up, because money was (and is) an extremely important consideration in finding the work we are meant to do. Like most people, I had bills that were due each month. I also wanted disposable income so that I could do things I enjoyed. The fancy term for this is economic imperative. The simple version is: I needed cash.
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