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INTRODUCTION


I was only sixteen, and I had to choose the direction I’d take for my future career. At the time, I was a successful amateur tennis player with an aspiration of going pro. Sixteen is about the age you have to decide how seriously you’re going to take a sport like that. Players usually hit the circuit around seventeen or eighteen and often reach their peak in their early twenties. If I was going to make a career out of tennis, I had to commit now.


I loved the sport, but I had reason to be skeptical of that choice. To begin with, while I was undoubtedly talented, I wasn’t even ranked number one at my club. Granted, we had some very impressive young professionals training there, but still, that fact said something about my prospects. In fact, as I looked around, I noticed a number of signs that suggested I would fall short of my overall ambitions—in particular, it seemed like everyone around me already knew the limits of my potential. As I thought over my options, I realized that, far from becoming the next Pete Sampras, sooner or later, best case scenario, I would become another tennis coach living off a brief professional career.


Ultimately, though, it wasn’t my prospects that proved the deciding factor in choosing my next step. Instead, the decision came from inside. Deep down, I didn’t believe in myself. I was aware that I had the ability, but I just didn’t want to spend the rest of my life “chasing the little yellow ball.” Great players find their purpose in that act. Even at sixteen, I knew that wasn’t the case for me.


But if I wasn’t going to play tennis for the rest of my life, what was I going to do?


This forced me to have some very deep conversations with myself. What did I want to do with my life? What was I even interested in besides tennis? What was I good at?


Many children at that age ask themselves these questions, but usually still in a hypothetical sense. Sixteen is an age for dreaming big dreams. I was making a hard, concrete choice.


With tennis off the table, I considered my interests. I had always enjoyed science, and I had some aptitude for it. Just as importantly, my parents were both doctors, and I could see how much the work meant to them. Like everyone else, they sometimes came home tired. They got frustrated by bureaucratic nonsense and annoying bosses. And they did their share of complaining. But at heart, there was always something to guide them through—a core purpose that helped them steady their emotions through the tough times and a sense of fulfillment from a good day’s work.


No matter what happened, my parents knew that they could always go on treating and healing people. That knowledge anchored everything they did.


I didn’t have any of that clarity for myself yet, but I knew I wanted those same qualities to be part of my own career. So that’s where I turned. I focused on science and eventually became a doctor of the most fascinating human organ, the brain—a neurologist and neuroscientist in my own right.


In time, I would find those qualities I admired in my parents in my own work. I found my purpose, a sense of fulfillment, and the balance that would see me through all the tough decisions and major transitions in my career.


THREE CONCEPTS TO SEE YOU THROUGH ROUGH SEAS


I was born in Greece, so mythological metaphors come to mind easily. In particular, when considering the many successes and unexpected setbacks in the course of a career, I often turn to Odysseus. For this “man of many talents,” the journey is full of incredible adventures that see him achieve unbelievable feats. It’s equally full of tragedy and failure.


What ties the whole story together, though, is that Odysseus always knows his purpose. He knows why he continues on his journey across the Aegean Sea—in order to get back to his family. And that purpose allows him to see his destination: the place where he’ll find true fulfillment. If he can just get back to his wife, Penelope, and son, Telemachus, on the island of Ithaca, he can know true contentment and success. These two qualities together give him a steadiness in the face of danger and setbacks. Through all the delays and misadventures, he remains balanced. Whether trapped in a cave by the Cyclops or facing the suitors who aim to kill him and take his wife and wealth, Odysseus keeps his head. While he feels intense emotions, he never lets them get the best of him. No matter what happens, he always steadies himself and turns his impressive wits toward his purpose and where his fulfillment resides.


Homer’s epic poem has been foundational for many stories told ever since. These same elements—purpose, balance, and fulfillment—are equally important in a modern career as they were for a sailor in the tenth century BC.


Whether you’re a salesperson, a software developer, a nurse practitioner, or a plumber, these same three qualities can allow you to guide your career through every trial ahead. They are so powerful because, in essence, they answer three key questions:


• Why do we do what we do?


• How are we going to do it?


• Where are we going?


Our why is our purpose. This is our drive, the engine that pushes us forward. Balance gives us our how. It’s our ability to manage the inevitable turbulence that erupts from time to time over the course of a career. When we have balance, we’re able to avoid overreacting to any situation—particularly negative ones. It’s our coping mechanism for the ups and downs of life. Bad things are going to happen. They happened to Odysseus, and they will happen to you. Balance shows you how to keep your head and make the best choice.


When we have purpose and balance, we naturally steer toward our fulfillment. That’s where we want to go. For Odysseus, it was toward his homecoming and the reunion with his family. This was the end of his journey. Because he had steady sailing through some very troubled waters and an unending drive to get there, he got home.


The same is possible for all of us in our chosen careers—but only if we have the right answers to those questions.


A TASK FOR STEADY WATERS


Without these qualities centered in your thinking in a conscious, well-articulated way, it’s easy to find yourself at the mercy of the tide when difficult moments arise. You need guiding principles to see you through tough choices, critical junctures, and transitions in your career. Otherwise, you’ll be at risk of going whichever way the tide takes you.


When faced, as I was at sixteen, with a fork in the road of your career, how will you decide which way to turn? Without a purpose, the emotional balance necessary to think clearly, or a sense of where you find fulfillment, you’re likely to choose based on outside considerations: what others want for you, the job that pays better right now, or the way that’s easier at the outset. These aren’t unimportant considerations, but they are no way to determine the best career choice for you.


When you lose your job or miss out on a promotion, should you double down on your career or seek a new opportunity? When two companies in very different sectors both want to hire you, which should you choose? When you love the job but hate the boss, do you stick around? In each of these situations, the best way to ensure you make the right choice is having access to your purpose, sense of balance and fulfillment.


Ultimately, if you have a conscious understanding of these principles, you can—like Odysseus before you—keep a level head no matter what comes your way, choosing the best means of moving forward while always heading toward your goals.


Unfortunately, while we need these principles in tough times, we can only truly develop them when we have smooth sailing. And those are the moments we think about these principles the least. In good times, it’s fine to drift a bit because we don’t really need to worry about what we’re doing or how we’re getting through our days. When there’s enough money in the bank and we’re generally satisfied with our job, inertia tends to settle in. We turn our minds off a little bit and stop asking deeper questions because we don’t require deeper answers. Like a sailor with the wind behind them on a calm sea, we set our ship moving in the right direction and relax a bit in the sun.


It’s only when our situation gets more difficult—when the company is on shaky ground, when our terrible boss starts singling us out for the team’s failures, or when we simply burn out and need a new challenge—that we realize we need to rely on these qualities. But these are the moments when we are not thinking clearly. Instead, we’re living in a constant state of fight-or-flight, so focused on just making it through the storm without getting dragged down by the waves that we’re frantically reaching out for anything that can keep us afloat. That’s not the time to discover the purpose that really drives us or develop the tools to maintain a balanced perspective on life.


This creates something of a paradox: When we need the principles, we can’t create them, and when we think of them the least, that’s the time to do the necessary introspection to set them in place. I know that isn’t welcome news to many of you who have probably picked up this book precisely because you’re in the midst of a career crisis of one sort or another. The good news is that this book will provide some guidance to help you through the difficult period you’re in. And once you’re through it, you’ll have all the tools you need to face the next crisis with your purpose, balance, and fulfillment already in place.


TRAIN YOUR BRAIN


The concepts in this book often feel ethereal. Words such as purpose, balance, and fulfillment are vague and hard to grasp fully—the perfect stuff for a fluffy self-help book. But that is not how they will be presented in this book. While I am fond of metaphors, mythology, and good stories—all of which will make appearances in the pages ahead—I’ve spent my career studying the brain. And every concept I bring up in this book is backed up by not just literary analogy but also hard science.


I’ll dig into each of the concepts as they appear naturally in the book. Importantly, I’ll keep this all at a very high level. The brain is our most complex instrument—in fact, it is the most complex instrument we’ve ever encountered. For that reason, we won’t waste time getting into the precise medical explanations of brain functions that you’d find in a textbook. Instead, we’ll stick to the main details that will help us ground these ideas in science and access the relevant parts of the brain most effectively. Like any machine, you can operate and train your brain better if you can grasp some of its operating principles. You can use this book as a brain training manual.


Here, in the introduction, I’ll start by discussing a critical point for all that is ahead: It’s never too late to change how your brain processes and perceives your work. In other words, if you’ve felt up until now that you lack purpose, your emotions bounce all over the place in difficult moments, and you have no clear sense of fulfillment, that’s OK. Your brain can change that.


We know with relative certainty where in the brain your purpose, balance, and fulfillment reside. And we can access these regions through conscious effort. When using some basic tools correctly, the brain can be a willing partner and is very capable of adapting.


People think they cannot help reacting poorly to a bad meeting or panicking when facing a critical presentation. They feel they can’t prevent imbalance in a crisis or a feeling of being lost when things go wrong. But that’s not true. Achieving purpose, balance, and fulfillment is all about connecting the right neurons through the right synapses. In other words, you can train your brain to deal with negative situations and avoid the big dips or unnecessary highs that drag you and your career down.


In times of relative calmness, our brains are more receptive to making these new connections. This is why we have to be out of crisis to train our brains to behave better in moments of crisis.


The earlier you do this, the better you’ll be at it. Time is our ultimate commodity. And there’s no escaping that finding your purpose, in particular, takes time. But it’s never too late. Whether you are training your brain to follow your purpose, find your balance, and seek fulfillment right out of college or near the end of your career, there’s value in all that follows.


CURIOSITY IS THE KEY


To get much out of this book, you’ll need to embrace curiosity. This is the curiosity of Odysseus, who strapped himself to a mast in order to hear the Sirens sing and who was even willing to go to the Underworld to learn what Achilles had to say about life.


I won’t ask anything that taxing of you. But you will need to embrace personal reflection and be willing to dive deeply within yourself to find answers. There will be interactive elements ahead to guide these efforts.


By the end, if you engage in honest contemplation, you’ll have clear principles you can use at any point in your professional life. No matter the nature of the turmoil you face, you will maintain a sense of direction and a balance to your emotions.


These same principles are likely to help you in your personal life—after all, resolving anxiety around your career likely reduces anxiety at home, and feeling purpose in your work likely helps in finding it elsewhere—but that isn’t the focus of this book.


Instead, our priority is learning to manage our way through the storms we all encounter as we embark across the “wine-dark” waters of our careers. Some of those storms we can circumnavigate. Others we will have to expertly guide our way through. But none of us can avoid them entirely. With the ideas in this book, you’ll be able to stand at the helm, confident you can face anything Poseidon could throw at you—just like Odysseus.
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CHAPTER 1


DEFINING PURPOSE


My best professional lessons have come out of moments of crisis. At its root, a crisis is often a test of principles. This was particularly true for one crisis I faced some years back. At the time, I was working for a large pharmaceutical company, where I was responsible for a team developing a drug for a devastating neurodegenerative disease that runs in families. We’d had some very promising early results, and expectations were high as we entered the human clinical trial phase. For those of you who don’t know, the journey of a drug from concept to the pharmacy shelf is about fifteen years. At that point, we were ten years in.


Up to that point, all signs had been good, and the entire team felt confident we might have finally found a real breakthrough. I was as excited as anyone. After all, this was the work that really excited me: the potential to help people with a neurodegenerative disease, who really needed better medicine. If the remaining trials were successful, we’d have a truly life-changing breakthrough for thousands of people who suffer from the disease.


The only person more excited was my boss—the head of our research unit. He had dedicated his entire career to becoming an expert on this disease. His passion and knowledge had attracted me to the job in the first place. Finally, it seemed like his hard work would be paying off.


Then, we hit a wall. The human clinical trials generated a ton of data, but none of it was positive. The drug simply didn’t seem to work. In fact, the data was damning, showing that further testing and refinement were pointless.


While this happens all the time in drug development, it was a huge blow for everyone involved. My boss took it particularly poorly. He just couldn’t accept failure after seemingly getting so close. He kept looking for something he could do to rescue the project through the data. He wanted to keep testing, hoping we could find some way to use this drug—or at least create a reasonable path forward.


That was a major misalignment with my purpose. Years earlier, I’d realized that what really drove me in my medical career was treating people. Whether that meant treating individual patients or developing drugs to treat thousands, it was that act of improving lives that kept me going.


At the same time, I loved the work I was doing. And there were numerous other projects I saw potential in. I still admired my boss, and there was a clear path forward for my career if I just kept my head down and didn’t say anything.


It would have been easy to flounder. I might have found obscure reasons to keep working or given in to fear about where my next job would come from and just quietly continued with the work. Luckily, though, I had principles to fall back on. I knew my purpose. Although I was hoping for the best outcome, deep down, I knew that continuing to test this drug—wasting time, giving false hope, and potentially doing harm—went directly against that purpose. That gave me real clarity. At that time and with the information I had at hand, I couldn’t justify working on this project any longer. So, I left.


THE IMPORTANCE OF PURPOSE


Purpose is such a powerful guiding principle in the rough moments of a career because it’s the meeting point of what we’re good at, what drives and motivates us, and how we’re perceived by others. In other words, purpose is more than a job or even an entire career—it’s what gives that work meaning for you. There are thousands upon thousands of doctors in the world, but they don’t all share the same purpose. Instead, there’s a component of the work that speaks to them individually, that others recognize they excel at, and where they find particular value and skill.


I discovered my own purpose in medical school. While I’d been heading toward a medical career since the age of sixteen, up until that point, I’d been doing so because it had seemed a better choice than tennis. It was only in medical school that I realized I didn’t just want to be a doctor; I found purpose in treating people. That was the side of medicine that I was most interested in. It was also the side where I showed the most talent.


That purpose has proven to be the thread that would hold my whole career together—from researcher to physician, academic physician, and industry researcher. All the way down the road to the biopharmaceutical industry executive position I now hold, my purpose has been a central touchstone. Whether I am physically treating individual patients or helping improve treatments for thousands or even millions of people, I have always made sure my job allows me to directly fulfill that purpose.


In every job, it’s given me my why. And that’s crucial because humans need a why. We’re built for it. Scientists believe that they now understand, at least partly, how and where the human brain generates the sense of purpose. It lies in the prefrontal and frontal cortex. This is the area of the brain that makes us human. It’s where we form our emotions, regulate our behavior, and solve complex problems. It’s also where we process life decisions by combining and analyzing memories and experiences.


This makes sense because purpose is a uniquely human need. Animals that have significantly smaller frontal brain areas exist largely on instinct. If you’ll allow an overly familiar metaphor, they have simpler programming in place. We still have these same programs in the brain: Our instinct for fight-or-flight, our ability to learn to walk, and our innate knowledge of how we breathe are all still fully installed. But above that is a vast, complicated layer of connectivity, much of which runs through that instrument of purpose at the front of our brain.


But unfortunately, many of us often set aside purpose as unimportant at a certain point in life. We may look for purpose as teenagers and during early adulthood, but once we settle into a career and have a family, our focus tends to turn to everyday concerns, such as promotions, bills, and vacation plans. Life feels like it’s happening too quickly to stop and take stock of a principle that feels so unrelated to grocery lists and gym visits and the kids staying home with a sore throat.


But clearly, even if we can live without professional purpose, it’s doing us harm to do so—and that’s never more clear than in moments of professional crisis. When we have to make tough calls about our careers, that lack of purpose leaves us adrift, all while our mental reserves are being exhausted by running without purpose in the background.
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