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To all of my family past and present, on my American and Zimbabwean sides—the farmers, public servants, military, teachers, and writers, stretching back generation after generation—who worked hard and led me to my own path.


The way you support yourself can be an expression of your deepest self, or it can be a source of suffering for you and others.

—Thich Nhat Hanh, Buddhist teacher



Introduction

The Future of Work Is You



JUST AS I was finishing this book on careers, I ended up at the crossroads myself, with an apples-and-oranges set of job choices. On the one hand, I know I’m lucky, especially in a volatile economy. On the other hand, I’m terrified of making the wrong decision. One opportunity would lead me to be (at least temporarily) bicoastal, while the other would allow me to remain mainly in New York. I’m also considering adopting a child as a single woman, and my “workstyle”—the place where job meets personal life—has to align with that goal. I could list all the ways in which my choices differ, but suffice it to say that while I write, I am weighing the scales right now.

You’d think that writing a book on the future of work in America—specifically on how to find your best and most fulfilling options—would enable me to make a snap decision. Well, not so much. I’m not some kind of job oracle, speaking from the mountaintop. I’m here, right here with you, as we both make important choices. Years of reporting and researching this book have exposed me to the many different ways that people think about life and careers, and have given me a big-picture vision of jobs and the economy; they’ve also helped me understand better my own heart and my own choices.

How do the most successful people in America do so much? How do people recover from devastating employment disasters, whether that’s getting laid off, fired, or cleaning up the mess left by your own on-the-job mistake? How do we choose ethical ways of earning over unethical ways, if we know we will have to work harder and earn less? And how do we make smart decisions about whether and when to change jobs, when industries change so quickly?

We live in a globalized economy where not just jobs but also entire career tracks are created and destroyed in front of our eyes. Technological innovation is creating immense wealth but, in many cases, eroding jobs. Many people have more flexibility in how, when, and for whom they work; but less stability when it comes to planning budgets, the future, and retirement.

Whether the unemployment rate goes up or down in the short term, we are living in an age of rapid disruption. We can barely adjust to a new reality before a new new reality comes along. What we learned about work from our parents and family, or even from our own past careers, might not work for us anymore. Make no mistake: some aspects of work are tangibly getting harder. So how do we evolve?

This book is not about pounding square pegs into round holes—meaning, you should not leave work you love just because another field is creating more jobs. It is about figuring out how to navigate the inevitable changes in the job market and making the best decisions for you. I believe real-life stories help connect us to information in a powerful way—a gut-level, soul-level way. So even though this book is filled with data and research, I want you to feel like you’re at an incredible gathering full of the most surprising people, and that you can relate to something about all of them.

You’ll hear from Justin Dangel, who started three companies before the age of forty, including an auto insurance brokerage with a market capitalization in the hundreds of millions of dollars. Betty Reid Soskin went from working as a clerk in a union hall in the 1920s to becoming an entrepreneur, as she had to create her own opportunity in the face of racial segregation. Now in her nineties, she still works, doing community outreach and conducting historical tours for the National Parks Service. There’s Kristine Danielle, who went from being a drug-addicted prostitute to a sober and skilled shipboard welder. Michon Lartigue had to keep her career as a fund-raising strategist going while helping to care for parents ill with cancer. Adam Freed was a reporter who lost his job but then used his language skills to gain entree to a career as a tech executive, starting with Google. Aaron Keough went from being an armored guard transporting money to working in the energy industry by burning the candle at both ends, working and going to school at the same time. Elaine Chen trained to be a lawyer at the urging of her family; but after losing her job during the 1990s recession, she pivoted into tech writing, and then advertising and marketing, taking a practical approach to the constant need to upgrade her skills and build new teams. Each of them has faced different challenges and risen to them, finding new opportunities and gaining wisdom and experience along the way.

Perhaps just one of their stories stands out to you and seems a bit more like your own. But you may be surprised at how much you will identify with the challenges and opportunities facing each of them, and the hundreds of others I interviewed. I also include wisdom from the thousands of people I surveyed. Our lives can be real-life parables, and here you’ll be able to access what I’ve learned from meeting some of the most fascinating people in the world—rich, poor, and everywhere in between—and distilling their wisdom.

This book provides a new map of the job landscape and economy, with hard facts to help you plan your journey. But it’s also important to realize that whatever exists out there in the broader world of job creation and elimination, you have the ability to transform your life right here and now. The people I’ve spoken with, no matter how privileged or challenged, share many traits. One of them is resilience: the ability to recover and grow from what many people would see as setbacks or even shocking reversals of fortune. The victors in today’s job market are people who know the landscape, adapt to change, and are willing to reboot and give of themselves in order to get for themselves. In order to thrive in today’s job market, you have to know not only which job sectors are going gangbusters but also what you are truly willing to do—as well as what employers are willing to pay for your particular set of skills, values, and work ethic.

That match between doing and receiving isn’t just about your salary, whether you work in an office, on a construction site, or in your pajamas at home, and for how many hours per week. Lifestyle, family, health, and ethical questions are some of the thorniest ones we face.

That leads us to the emerging reality of the “episodic career.” In the past, the model (if not always the reality) of a career resembled an escalator. You got on a certain track at a low level when you were young, and as the job “escalator” moved up, you gained seniority and increases in salary—all in the same field. Decades later, you reached the top, where you stepped off the escalator, received a gold watch (or at least a retirement party), and went off to enjoy your sunset years.

But in today’s episodic career, you might have to tap into different skill sets at different times in your life. You might not travel on only one career track. You might not be on a traditional track at all. Some people work at two or more similar or drastically different “microcareers” at the same time. Others have several jobs in sequence that seem unrelated, but each ties closely to a different skill or interest.

My mother is a perfect example of the episodic career. When I was a child, she worked at a hospital, which later shut down. Although my mother was a skilled medical technologist, a weak job market meant that her best offer was working the overnight shift at a lab a long drive away. Some nights, my sister and I stayed with my grandparents while she worked. It was exhausting, but my mom found her way into new employment and eventually a new career (her third) as a public school science teacher, which she excelled at for sixteen years before retiring.

Mom’s career illustrates the increasingly common model of moving among very different disciplines and using different skill sets. She was a journalist, and then a medical technologist, and then a teacher. Now, in retirement, she is a certified master gardener who leads tours at a local arboretum and also volunteers doing intensive tutoring for children at high risk of falling behind in school, often ones with some instability in their homes. She’s used skills she learned in undergraduate education, the Peace Corps, graduate education, and even her childhood 4-H Club to build her career and postretirement pursuits. But, going back to that critical moment when the hospital closed, if my mother hadn’t had the family support in order to work the overnight shift, she might have faced even tougher job choices.

None of us has the same exact set of skills or options or attitudes or aptitudes. That’s why, as you read on, you’ll explore the Work/Life Matrix, a self-evaluation tool backed up by national research that will help you find your sweet spot in this hectic job world of ours.

Your path to a better job—and a successful episodic career—stands on three pillars:

• Self-knowledge. Start with your heart, and you will find which kinds of workplaces and workstyles give you the best shot at success.

• Understanding the job market. Know your field(s) and how the market is locally, nationally, and globally—as well as how it’s evolving.

• Emotional resilience. No one, not even billionaires or centimillionaires, has lived a life without setbacks. And no one, not even the long-term unemployed or people with life, family, or health challenges, is shut out of meaningful work.

There are still traditional linear careers in America: for example, a person who studies science in undergraduate and graduate school, and works as a scientist for her entire career. But the three pillars critical to a successful episodic career also apply to linear careers. It’s simply that in episodic careers, there is often more of a need to be self-directed, a more frequent need to make job decisions and evaluate options, and more of a need to evaluate how today’s decisions will affect not just today’s earnings but also tomorrow’s earnings and savings.

The stories and economic analysis in this book can help you focus on the ways that career decision making has changed in the modern era. You’ll learn how not to paint yourself into a corner, waiting for a dying industry to recover or deluding yourself that having a higher education alone guarantees security. The tools and stories in this book will help you cultivate the winning spirit within you—and you get to define what “winning” is. So many people think success in the career space has to be done on someone else’s terms, schedule, or salary level. In the first chapter, we’ll explore the ways that the myth of keeping up with the career Joneses actually keeps us from finding happiness. The solution, as you’ll see, is as easy—and hard—as embracing your ideal workstyle, and realizing it is yours and yours alone.

I’m thrilled you’re joining me on this journey. As you can see, I’m very much on the path with you. So let’s get going.



PART ONE



The New New Realities of America at Work


Understanding how America is working (and not working) is a critical first step to finding your best place in the world of work. Since the Great Recession of 2007–09, America’s work landscape has changed dramatically. Many people experienced long-term unemployment that eroded their savings, as did the mortgage crisis. (The average length of unemployment as of this writing is twenty-eight weeks, or more than a half year. But most Americans are living paycheck to paycheck, making unemployment potentially devastating.)

On the corporate side, even companies with big cash reserves have not been hiring at high rates. Overall hiring has picked up since the recession, but labor force participation is not as high as it was before. At the same time, the federal Affordable Care Act (referred to by some as Obamacare), signed into law in 2010, ensured that freelancers—and there are more Americans every day who fit that bill—have new options for purchasing health insurance. People in the workplace are facing increasingly complex choices about how to navigate their short- and long-term options. Understanding the forces on the economy, as well as the role played by our culture and personal desires, can help us frame the issues.



1



Work and the Pursuit of Happiness



WORK IS THE linchpin of American life. We work the longest hours among the biggest developed economies in the world, having outstripped most European nations and Japan, among others. Sure, we complain about not getting enough time off—yet collectively we left 577 million earned vacation days unused in 2013.1 Many of us are anxious, worried that if we don’t work those extra hours, someone else at our job will and win favor for doing so. We also worry that we won’t have enough to make ends meet. That’s real. But there’s also an emotional and even national component to what some people call a strong work ethic and others call the rat race. In America, work is not just a means of earning a living but also a form of self-definition and a cultural obsession.

If you were to walk into a cocktail party in Paris and, right after being introduced to a stranger, ask, “Qu’est-ce que vous faites comme travail?”—“What do you do for work?”—it would be considered très désagréable. Yet in many parts of America, that’s our opening gambit. Why? We see jobs as the human equivalent of computer data meta tags; ways to neatly sort people and decide if they’re valuable or desirable to us. If you’re single, hearing doctor might make you think “Good catch!” If you’re a job seeker, you might be focused on meeting someone in your field and head to the other corner of the room to see who else is more useful. That’s natural, at least in our culture. Still, after my own career ups and downs, as well as our nation’s job crises, I’ve become less likely to judge someone based on current or past employment. I definitely don’t presume to know whether he or she is happy or not.

“The pursuit of happiness” is written into the founding documents of our nation. Yet our society puts so much emphasis on work and money as the cornerstones of our dreams that many people imagine that happiness is a luxury they can’t afford. (Think of those millions of unused vacation days.) A focus on success by the numbers can undermine the satisfaction that we might gain from a more balanced workstyle.

This book is divided into four parts. In the first, I lay out the landscape of American jobs present, past, and future. You might find this edifying, terrifying, or tedious (if the latter, bear with me—this is crucial). There’s no way we can figure out how to plot and navigate our course without good landmarks. In the second section, you get to explore your own desires with a self-diagnostic tool, the Work/Life Matrix. It will give you greater insights into how you want to use your skills and how you want to position yourself within a corporate or independent work structure. You’ll take a simple quiz about your desired workstyle and then get to see how people who fit different patterns and archetypes based on the answers succeed. This storytelling-rich center of the book allows you to learn from others’ hard-won wisdom. You’ll see how different people have navigated their careers; overcome family and cultural programming that no longer suited them; or forged their own paths even in times of hardship. Part three looks at some of the hard decisions that require us to blend head and heart. How do we connect our intellectual knowledge with our intuitive, soulful knowledge? (The Work/Life Matrix will help.) This section covers issues such as the critical role of emotional resilience—that is, how to bounce back from hard times—a skill that you can learn and cultivate. We’ll also look at questions such as when job retraining or additional higher education is worthwhile and when it’s a potential waste of money and time. Finally, part four examines success, both on your own individual terms and how we can build healthy employment options for America as a whole.

Throughout this book, I’ll also speak frankly of the challenges that different demographics face, including employment discrimination. The idea of a modern labor market, with a reasonable degree of protection for people of all races and sexes (though not yet for gay and lesbian Americans on the federal level) is only a few decades old. America’s roots include inspiration as well as exploitation. “The pursuit of happiness” wasn’t designed for all.

One of the big questions facing this country is whether, in a time of rising income inequality, we can sustain the American Dream. While we focus on the ways that you can maximize your position in the US workforce, we also have to acknowledge frankly the systemic challenges and look at ways that individuals as well as groups can confront them.

Let’s start, though, with that vast territory held within our minds and memories. We each bring to any situation a set of expectations about how things should be and how things could be. Those expectations can cloud our ability to see clearly, evaluate our options, and make the best decisions. Even jobs we love—perhaps especially jobs we love—can break our hearts. So let me share one of my own stories from a career that has taken me to Nelson Mandela’s house and onto Air Force One but has also tested my limits of endurance and sometimes my finances. I share here for a reason—because I want you to see that I approach the topic of careers and society not just from an intellectual perspective but also from a human perspective.

A few years ago, I was totally ambushed and sabotaged on the job by someone who should have been my strongest ally. She worked me senseless, burned me out, and knew every button to push to make me feel angry or sad or defeated. Yet today I feel nothing but compassion for her. Of course, that woman was me.

September 2006: I had just become the host of the NPR show News and Notes, a daily live program encompassing African American issues as well as digital community, national politics, arts, and culture. It was such an honor, and the connection I felt to the audience is still one of the highlights of my career. News and Notes had been hosted from the East Coast originally, but since I was out west, taking the host seat initially required waking up at three in the morning Pacific time. Then, after writing and reading through scripts and adding the latest news to the rundown, I had to be lucid at six to talk to hundreds of thousands of public radio listeners. It was the second time in my career that I had unexpectedly gone from reporter to host. Although I was thrilled, I didn’t anticipate how profoundly the sleep deprivation and pressure of daily production would affect my body, down to what foods I craved.

My routine changed entirely. Instead of going to see a band or cooking dinner with friends in the evening, I ended my weekdays mindlessly shoving food into my mouth. I remember standing late one night outside Ralphs supermarket in Culver City, a municipal peninsula surrounded by the vast sprawl of LA. It was dark, and the cool night air was a good forty degrees warmer than winter back east where I’d grown up. I was clutching a plastic bag filled with red velvet cupcakes, my drug of choice. And I didn’t even like sugar—or so I thought, until my crazy work schedule upended my life.

My first seven months as a host, I worked from four in the morning until one in the afternoon. I’d been dating a guy. I’d be lying if I said we were serious, but he was great: a creative professional and loving dad whom I’d met at a conference. Heck, my mother, visiting from Baltimore, had even met him and his daughter. My regular shift had bonus midafternoon pretapes plus “homework”: hours of daily interview prep (including reading up to three books a week). Now catch this: the man I was seeing worked from three to eleven at night at a film production company. And he had his daughter on weekends. So with our schedule mismatch, it’s no surprise the wheels fell off that bus, which left me dating Red—Red Velvet, that is.

Red was as seductive as a bad college boyfriend; the kind you know is lifting you up just to watch you fall down. I’d been a stress-driven eater since childhood, but the sleep deprivation changed my patterns from salty-fatty (like mixed nuts or cheese) to sugars. I used the sugar rush as fuel for doing my radio homework, but I had to be in bed by nine. Early bedtime was so not my style. I started working at Newsweek magazine full-time the summer after graduation, right before I turned twenty-one. I became a fact-checker by day, club kid by night, and went to bed at three in the morning. So going to bed at nine o’clock in LA made me bitter.

Another part of the job I had a hard time accepting was not being in the field—that is, traveling to interview real people with amazing, fresh stories. After joining NPR, my first job as chief correspondent and backup host at News and Notes gave me some great opportunities to see the country and tell our stories. In 2005 I covered Hurricane Katrina and its heartbreaking aftermath, and also filed a series of feature stories while driving cross-country. The downside of becoming host was not just the hours (which after several months shifted to a more reasonable start time) but also being lashed to my desk. Instead of making peace with the pros and cons of my job, or leaving, I literally swallowed my resentments in sugar form.

I gained forty pounds in the four years I worked at NPR, which I am still working off. That certainly wasn’t the company’s fault. I haven’t heard of a job yet that doesn’t have potential for stress. In my case, I had to help lead coworkers through editorial and emotional changes, as we lost staff positions and worked for more than a year under rumors that the show might be canceled. In 2009 it ultimately became part of a Great Recession wave of cancelations that took out three NPR shows and dozens of staffers. After the cancelation, I knew I needed to spend some time getting healthier. Yet I didn’t understand until I began researching this book how harmful on-the-job stress is to your physical and mental health. Stress even explained the biological basis of my food cravings.

Once I moved back to New York in 2009, I found a new physician, Dr. Roberta Lee, who’d authored The SuperStress Solution. In it, she wrote of the recent emergence in many developing countries of the same stress- and diet-related illnesses that Westerners have long experienced, such as obesity, diabetes, insomnia, and heart disease.

“Chronic job stress is as bad for you as smoking a pack of cigarettes a day,” Dr. Lee told me. “Your cortisol level rises, and your body goes into fight-or-flight mode.” Cortisol is a steroid hormone that our bodies produce in reaction to stress. It’s a normal part of our physiology, and when we need it as a “spot treatment,” it can be beneficial, giving us energy. But prolonged stress and cortisol production can weaken our immune system, making it harder to recover from illness and injury. Excess, prolonged cortisol also increases our chances of developing osteoporosis, or bone loss, and it can even impair memory.

Sometimes job stress is inevitable, but we can always change how we deal with it. According to Dr. Lee, just taking a five-minute break in the middle of your day—“a walk, or quiet time with no devices” (no smartphone, television, or computer)—can reset your entire system and allow you to be more productive. Stress can cause the body to crave sugars, which exacerbates inflammation and generates layers of belly fat. That’s exactly what happened to me, and because both my mother and grandmother had double knee replacements due to hereditary arthritis (not from their weight), I knew I was headed for joint complications that could greatly diminish my quality of life. This alarming realization pushed me to lose weight and follow Dr. Lee’s advice. I’m certainly no triathlete, but I use my bicycle now for both exercise and transportation, and take time to do high-intensity workouts with a local boot camp. At the height of my job stress, I could have used the calm that follows an intense workout, but I’d convinced myself, quite wrongly, that a cupcake was better for me than a hike. Exercise also produces endorphins, natural pain and stress relievers; and other research shows even a slow, meditative walk in nature without high calorie-burning value is good for our mental health and mood.2

To investigate stress-related issues further, I interviewed Dr. Elizabeth Blackburn, a Nobel Prize winner in medicine whose research has centered on cellular aging and telomeres. Telomeres are parts of our DNA that protect our constantly dividing and renewing cells from becoming corrupted copies of themselves, which can lead to diseases including cancer. She compares telomeres to the little plastic pieces at the ends of shoelaces that keep them from being frayed. In this case, telomeres keep our DNA from fraying as our cells divide. Telomeres naturally get shorter and less protective as we age, but stress accelerates the process. Studies of caregivers, for example—mothers caring for seriously ill children or spouses caring for a partner with dementia—found that meditation can reduce stress-based damage to the cells.3

Sadly, people under extreme job stress sometimes make irrational decisions. Unemployment and job stress are linked to depression, substance abuse, marital problems, and many other difficulties that can destroy lives and families. In July 2015 I ran into a friend at a Maryland arts festival. He told me that a man he knew had just killed his two sons and then committed suicide, despondent after losing his temporary job after years of unemployment. The next day, I read about the incident in the newspaper, and saw photographs of the heartbroken friends and relatives grieving the tragedy. Thankfully, incidents like this are extremely rare, but depression and health problems are common.

In a 2015 nationally weighted survey for this book that I conducted, 61 percent of respondents agreed with the statement “At times I have sacrificed my health and wellness for my job.” In truth, stress is always gunning for us. We have to decide how we can mitigate it, or if we simply need to choose a different job or workplace. I thought about searching for a new job when the strain of hosting a show that was clearly on the chopping block proved more than I could handle gracefully. But a voice in the back of my head said, “Good employees fight for their team! Leaving would be a betrayal of everyone on the show! And it would show you’re not tough enough to mount a proper fight!” Some of that was my own ego and pride, and some was my family programming. With parents and elders who were independent African Americans on my maternal side, and strivers raised in apartheid-like Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) on the other, we as a family are not quitters. I was able to go to Harvard University and have a career because I was supported by my ancestors—the ones still alive, the ones I knew as a child, and the ones who fought for freedom and independence before I was born. I believed at the time that leaving my job would betray my family’s values.

Once the show was actually canceled, however, I learned that our team’s loss was part of a much bigger fiscal picture, both for the company and for the nation in its Great Recession. Three shows ultimately were canceled as part of the overall budget readjustments, all of them based in locations other than the DC headquarters. Like so many people do, I overpersonalized the systemic issues at my company and made the mistake of thinking that championing my own well-being was somehow disloyal to others.

One of the people I admire deeply both for his work and for embodying a positive approach to work/life travails is Barry Johnson. Barry worked in the music industry as an executive, did international business development in President Barack Obama’s administration, and now is in the private sector and runs a nonprofit. He grew up in the 1960s in Birmingham, Alabama, a deeply segregated city where in 1963 four little girls were murdered when racial segregationists bombed the 16th Street Baptist Church during Sunday services. His family was middle class, but circumstances still could have limited his opportunities. Yet he kept growing through adversity. As one of his friends put it, “You were pushed into mud and came up dipped in chocolate.” That resilience is key to succeeding—and finding happiness—in today’s economy.

Barry uses a daily practice to keep himself focused and his career growing. Every single day, he writes down on a note card a vision of what his life will be like in the near future. Then he sets it aside with other cards in a dedicated space in his home. “There’s something profound when you put it on paper, and it gives you something to interact with outside of your own head on a daily basis,” he says. “I write in the present tense. It’s short, but I actually describe the details of the scene—like reading from a script.” He paraphrases: “ ‘I’m working in this space. There are many people around me. They’re thrilled about working on the projects around us.’

“Sometimes I will put a date by something,” he continues. “I wrote: ‘I work for President Obama in this kind of role . . . I start no later than October 19.’ I wrote that on August 9. I started work on October 13.”

Not everyone will experience the same direct linkages between vision and action as Barry Johnson does, but writing exercises are a powerful way to explore your own heart and desires. Scripting what you envision for your life can be a powerful—and sometimes surprising—way of tapping into your most deeply held feelings. You might not want to write a page or a note card every day, but consider taking a week to write this type of envisioning-the-future every day. Are you writing more about the details of a job you want to have, or do you find yourself drawn to broad ideas about moving into a new field or even a new workstyle? For example:“I work doing commercial gardening four hours a day, which keeps me in great physical shape even though it’s hard; and two days a week, I work for the catering company. This gives me enough time to spend with my family most of the week.” When you look at your note cards, do your dreams seem too small? Too unrealistic? If the latter, what can you do to envision a series of steps between what you’re doing now and your desired workstyle?

Learning to focus not just on work but also on workstyle—how work and pay and time spent on the job integrate into your life—is something you can do with a variety of tools, including ones found both in traditional job search guides and in creativity programs such as the book The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity, by Julia Cameron. Some people plan through calendars and spreadsheets, knowing the timetables will inevitably change. Others use artwork as a way of visualizing the life they want. Whether you are methodical and have a five-year plan or you want to see where the winds of change take you, it’s important to stay in touch with what you envision as well as the realities of day-to-day life. In the resource section of this book, you’ll find lists of works that lead you through visioning-as-planning, and how that can help you identify true happiness and fulfillment.

The pursuit of happiness and life/work synergy is vulnerable to your hidden agendas—particularly internal clashes of values, such as “Obey thy parents” versus “To thine own self be true.” Elaine Chen works in corporate marketing communications, which requires learning new digital technology platforms and having managerial skills. She also earned a law degree primarily to please her parents, scientists who immigrated to the United States from China. Like her older sister, she was admitted to Harvard. Her mother and father made it clear that their support of her education was based on her pursuing a traditional high-status, high-skill trade. Liberal arts alone would not cut it.

“My parents told me they would take me out of Harvard if I did not basically have a major and have a career path they approved of, which is a lot of pressure to put on a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old who’s been killing herself to get into this kind of school,” Chen reflects. “As I grew older, I came to understand that that was pretty typical” in Chinese and other Asian immigrant families, “and that they didn’t understand why I was so resistant to their demands. I picked law with the full understanding that I was being told, ‘If you have interests, and you enjoy music or art, you can do that in your spare time, but work is for making money. Law is a stable career and it’s a profitable career and that’s what you’re going to do.’ So I entered law with the belief that I was here for the money, and I wasn’t going to enjoy it.”

Eight months after Chen got her first job as a lawyer, the firm downsized due to economic pressure and let her go. She had entered a field that promised security; but the economy after the 1990–91 recession proved that promise false. Today there is an even greater oversupply of lawyers. As Forbes contributor Paul B. Brown wrote:

Let me go back up 30 years.

I went to Rutgers Law School at night and it was ridiculously hard to get into back then . . .

There were 60 of us who started. Some 40 graduated and 30 of us passed the bar on the first try.

Of those 30 kids, only three of us should have been lawyers . . .

A random survey shows they think it is an okay way to make a living, but with the exception of Rob, Karen and Bill, no one seems emotionally fulfilled.

So, why then did they (and I) go to law school? Well, then— like now I believe—the majority of students went because they didn’t know what else to do.4

There are many reasons for what’s now being called the “lawyer glut,” including that law schools ramped up enrollment and the number of lawyers in America tripled in the past forty years.5 Consequently, law school enrollment has been dropping. Elaine learned early on in her career what our nation is learning collectively now: that relative job security, even in long-respected fields, changes constantly. Elaine went through many understandable moments of fear and anger—after all, she and her family spent tens of thousands of dollars paying for that law degree, and yet she had not reaped the expected high-status, high-paying career.

Ultimately, she turned an experience that could have left her bitter into a launching pad for new careers: first as a reporter covering the mobile technology industry; and then in marketing/digital strategy. In a sequence common to episodic careers, Elaine used skills she had already to gain new skills and find new career directions. Improving her writing as an undergraduate and during her brief time as a lawyer positioned her well to become a writer-reporter. The tech insights she learned from reporting on mobile technology allowed her to shift into marketing for companies with a strong technology base. Her current field offers her a good chance of remaining well employed as long as she continues to update her skills. And if or when that is no longer the case, she remains the kind of practical and self-analytical employee who is willing to seek out new skills and opportunities in different fields. (We’ll hear more of Elaine’s story later on.)

Happiness is certainly not the only goal of work. Some people would argue that it is trivial compared with the financial aspects of earning a living. But of course, the two are related. The Gallup organization estimates that worker disengagement—or people being mentally and emotionally “checked out” of their jobs—costs $300 billion per year in lost productivity. Harvard Business School professor Teresa Amabile and researcher Steven Kramer looked at that finding as they ran a study of thousands of daily diary entries by a cohort of workers. As they wrote in the New York Times, “The results [of our research] were sobering. In one-third of the 12,000 diary entries, the diarist was unhappy, unmotivated or both. In fact, workers often expressed frustration, disdain or disgust . . . Conventional wisdom suggests that pressure enhances performance; our real-time data, however, shows that workers perform better when they are happily engaged in what they do.”6

“The pursuit of happiness” on the job can be frustrating when we feel consumed by external pressure from peers, partners, or family; financial constraints; or internal pressure about what constitutes success. And episodic careers—where many of us switch fields or jobs more often than in the past—place more responsibility on us to be flexible and resilient, and also to champion our health and happiness. But just because we sometimes find ourselves mercilessly teased by this elusive thing called happiness does not mean that we shouldn’t pursue it. True happiness, as the Gallup study and many more indicate, is a key factor in productivity and creativity. This is not the trivial form of happiness, but the deep pride that comes from a job well done and fairly compensated, whether that job is minding small children, serving customers in a deli, or running a research lab.

Employers have to take responsibility for their side of the bargain. As Kramer and Amabile wrote, “Unfortunately, many companies now keep head count and resources to a minimum, and this makes progress a struggle for employees. Most managers don’t understand the negative consequences of this struggle. When we asked 669 managers from companies around the world to rank five employee motivators in terms of importance, they ranked ‘supporting progress’ dead last. Fully 95 percent of these managers failed to recognize that progress in meaningful work is the primary motivator, well ahead of traditional incentives like raises and bonuses.” They concluded, “Working adults spend more of their waking hours at work than anywhere else. Work should ennoble, not kill, the human spirit. Promoting workers’ well-being isn’t just ethical; it makes economic sense.”

I think of “the right work” as work that suits you. It’s ethical, and you’re fairly compensated for it. The phrase is inspired by the Buddhist tradition of “right livelihood,” a version of which is found in every major religion and secular humanist tradition. For example, the Bible’s Book of Proverbs includes the statements “Better is a poor man who walks in his integrity than he who is perverse in speech and is a fool” and “Wealth obtained by fraud dwindles, but the one who gathers by labor increases it.” In a time of repeated financial scandals—from negligent lenders who took people qualified for traditional loans and pushed them into subprime mortgages to gain higher fees, to banks that hid money belonging to dictators and terrorists—it’s easy to be cynical about money and ethics. But most of us have the opportunity to shape the ethical environment of our workplaces in ways big and small, and we shouldn’t take that lightly.

Of course, paid work is, fundamentally, a transaction between employee and employer. We are living through times where workers are increasingly productive, but employers are not raising wages. And in many cases, they are also shrinking benefit packages—sometimes even changing pension and retirement health care benefits retroactively. For example, shortly after buying the venerable but financially vulnerable newspaper the Washington Post, billionaire Amazon founder Jeff Bezos ended the pension system that older employees had relied on for their retirement years. Yes, he offered them a fund in exchange, but it was not expected to have the same stability or dollar yield as the pensions. Employees who usually covered the news made news by picketing in the streets.7 Without Bezos’s purchase, the paper as a whole might have faced a less promising future, but with these retirement changes, certain employees felt they personally faced a less promising future.

Professor Carl Van Horn directs Rutgers University’s John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development. In his 2013 book Working Scared (Or Not at All): The Lost Decade, Great Recession, and Restoring the Shattered American Dream, Van Horn wrote, “[Most] American workers want more than just a good day’s pay for a good day’s work. Rather, they expect their steadfast contributions to a company to be rewarded with a ‘permanent job’ that enables them to retire with dignity. Naturally, employees hope for reciprocity from their employers. If they are loyal and work hard for the firm, they expect loyalty and honest dealings from their employer.” But according to data from the Heldrich Center’s surveys, which tracked twenty-five thousand people between 1998 and 2012, “More than eight in ten (85 percent) workers said that they were loyal to the organization where they work, but only 63 percent said that their employers were loyal to them.” The news is even worse when it comes to overall job satisfaction, which according to its data dropped from 59 percent in 1999 to 25 percent in 2009. (Admittedly, 2009 was during the worst of the shock of the Great Recession.)

Research such as Professor Van Horn’s raises plenty of questions for anyone seeking satisfaction through work. First of all, the concept of the “permanent job” is yielding to new realities of episodic employment. That can be sequential: one job or career path following the other, as in my mother’s case. Or, as is my case right now, episodic careers can also involve doing different types of work simultaneously. I am currently a journalism professor, an author, a media consultant, and a freelance broadcaster. I get paychecks, and I write paychecks. I worry, quite often, about matching the ambitions of my ideas with the realities of my budgets. I have flexibility and freedom but constantly have to ride herd over demanding projects and give each of them its due. And, of course, all of this affects my own personal finances. For now I am a writer at FiveThirtyEight.com and a visiting professor at New York University. The job decision I had to make that I mentioned in the introduction would not take me from academia but complement it, although it would require constant long-haul travel for me to do both. Nothing is perfect, and certainly it never will be, for me or for anyone.

But “happy” doesn’t rely on “perfect.” It’s a paradox. Happiness, in work and life, is a state of being that comes ultimately from within, yet most of us (except the most highly emotionally trained) need certain minimum external requirements to sustain our inner glow. That can include a minimum income. For example, research by economist Angus Deaton and psychologist Daniel Kahneman suggests that there is little difference in happiness between people who earn $75,000 a year and those who earn more. (Of course, the spending power of $75,000 in Canton, Ohio, is very different from $75,000 in Los Angeles.)8 It can also include feeling respected or feeling a part of something (an employee peer group, a local community, a family, or a circle of friends as “chosen family”) as opposed to apart from something.

Elaine Chen, for example, says one of the things she loves most about work is feeling part of a community of peers and, as she becomes a more senior manager, being a fair manager and mentor to younger employees. She enjoys organizing social and holiday outings for her company, and employees tell her regularly how much it means to them that she treats them as a community. Yet she switches jobs every few years, usually remaining friends with some but not all of her former colleagues. Her attitude toward “work community” is that you create a collegial environment wherever you go, but she doesn’t expect that environment to remain the same. It changes through attrition and addition even as she remains at a company. She has a permanent attitude toward work and employment, but not a permanent job.

So: Do you feel as if you have a “permanent job”? If so, what would it mean to you, financially and psychologically, if that job disappeared or changed radically? Do you have sufficient savings to weather a period of transition? How would it affect you to change how you describe yourself to people? (Think again about how often we ask, “What do you do?”)

When I got laid off from my radio hosting job, I felt at a loss for how to describe who I was and what I was doing. I threw myself frenetically into multiple projects in an effort to reclaim some sense not just of what I did but also of who I was. In the intervening years, I found out something delightful: even though I faced financial challenges by not working full-time for one employer, I began to see more clearly what happiness actually meant to me, on and off the job. I returned to old personal pursuits, like visual art. I took up some new ones, like Cuban salsa. I visited several more countries and began doing travel writing. I got serious about examining my options for adopting a child.

When it came to work, I realized how much mentoring of young journalists I’d done and how much it meant to me. I applied to teach at Harvard’s Institute of Politics for a semester, an honor I was thrilled to receive. Being back at my alma mater and teaching the current crop of young leaders—who took me to an improv show by a troupe I’d belonged to two decades before—filled my soul. And so I began to search for a faculty position and was delighted to get one at New York University.

This is where my life can start to sound charmed and magical and privileged. It’s certainly privileged, but not easy. Even given the happy “ending” to my still-unfolding story, I’ve had to accept a level of uncertainty about my work and career path that seemed unthinkable when I was a cub journalist in the early 1990s. I’ve never faced life-altering financial distress, but I’ve drifted into and out of credit card debt when I made bad bets on how I would earn a living. Journalism, a vocation I fell in love with—and that allowed me to see the world and grow as a person—has lost thousands of jobs since I started my career. Newsweek magazine, the first place I worked and where I was trained by a series of extraordinary journalists, passed through a series of owners and redesigns, ending up with a much smaller audience and circle of influence. Journalism turned out to be even more volatile than the labor market at large. Academia fulfills my calling to teach and mentor—and, unlike my current journalistic work—offers direct deposit. I appreciate both.

If I had to sum up the job market today in one word, it would be volatile, the result of technological and economic disruptions. Disruptive innovation changes entire markets, which can provide new jobs and means of growth but often displaces workers in existing industries. We humans have a tendency to romanticize or demonize the past as the “good old days” or the bad old days. As we’ll explore in the next chapter, the American workplace has simultaneously become more diverse and legally fair, and also more divided by income and wealth. How well we understand work today shapes our choices and options profoundly. After all, unless you know the current state of play—both the challenges and the opportunities—you can’t effectively pursue happiness on the job, or off.
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The New New Realities of Work



CHANGE ISN’T ALWAYS good, but it is inevitable. And right now, it’s fast, too. As soon as we adjust to one set of expectations about our employment options—what it takes to land a job and how long we can reasonably expect to stay with one employer—the landscape changes beneath us.

A hundred years ago, there was no fast food. Today a staggering four million people work in the fast-food industry, full-time or part-time.1 There were hospitals, sure, but not with the range and number of jobs that contemporary medicine encompasses, from physical therapists to ER nurses to oncologists. Health care is the biggest growth industry in the nation. And, needless to say, the first modern computer hadn’t even been invented—let alone spawned an industry of consumer goods, including our addictive smartphones. Today technology is embedded in virtually every industry, sometimes creating wealth while eliminating jobs. (Think of the self-checkout kiosks at the drugstore and the lost cashier jobs they represent.)

Our workforce has changed just as much as our employment options have. In our country’s infancy, 80 percent of paid laborers were male, and our nation had unpaid male and female laborers who were enslaved.2 But in addition to assuming the majority of child rearing and housework, free women of all races often worked in family businesses, or hired themselves out as servants or farm laborers. A hundred years ago, women held jobs such as garment work and manufacturing. African Americans and other nonwhite workers, as well as women, had little effective labor protection.

Times have changed profoundly. Today 35 percent of the labor force is Latino or nonwhite.3 Women make up nearly half of the paid workforce.4 Some states and cities offer legal protection from discrimination for lesbian and gay workers, but the majority don’t have a policy that covers both private and public employers.5 (There is no federal protection for private-sector jobs.) And while immigrants have always been a part of this nation’s workforce, the mix of who comes to America has changed. Federal quotas used to restrict sharply the number of immigrants who were nonwhite or non-European. When my father came to America for college in the early 1960s, he later became part of a (small) early cohort of Africans who became naturalized US citizens. Now, albeit with fractious political debate on all sides, America’s immigrants come from virtually every country in the world.

I give you this compressed and highly incomplete history for two reasons. One: there was plenty of “bad” in the good old days, and good even among the hardest times. For example, even during slavery, my maternal family consisted of proud, free farmers in Virginia—which became the seat of the Confederacy. Some members of our family still own those farms. Second, and more important for us here, history does not predict the future. Yet you can’t even try to comprehend what lies ahead without understanding where we’ve come from. Right now, the crisis of American jobs is provoking widespread social stress, affecting families and communities, and stirring up already percolating debates about the role of women in the workforce, race, religion, and immigration.

I started reporting this book after a radio documentary series I hosted and produced in 2010 to coincide with the midterm congressional elections. The country was still reeling from the Great Recession. My public radio team and I drove hundreds of miles—across first Florida and later Arizona—reporting on how the economy was affecting politics. We found that, as in today’s Europe, a lack or perceived lack of jobs can manifest as fear of the “other,” whether that “other” is based on race, religion, or immigrant nationality. Politics continues to stir the pots of how we talk about jobs: the people who have them, and those who don’t. Today the economic blame game has devolved into calling unemployed people lazy. In 2014 Speaker of the House John Boehner said, “I think this idea that’s been born over the . . . last couple of years that, ‘You know, I really don’t have to work. I don’t really want to do this. I think I’d just rather sit around.’ This is a very sick idea for our country.”6 Jobs and whether Americans were working hard enough to find them also became a hot topic during the 2016 presidential campaign.

Yet the numbers don’t say that Americans are lazy. In April 2014 the Economic Policy Institute, a nonprofit and nonpartisan think tank focused on low- and middle-income workers, analyzed federal data from JOLTS, the Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey. As the analysis put it emphatically:

The total number of job openings in April was 4.5 million, up from 4.2 million in March. In April, there were 9.8 million job seekers (unemployment data are from the Current Population Survey), meaning that there were 2.2 times as many job seekers as job openings.7

Put another way: job seekers so outnumbered job openings that more than half of job seekers were not going to find a job in April no matter what they did. In a labor market with strong job opportunities, there would be roughly as many job openings as job seekers.

Even today, as this book goes to press, the average duration of unemployment is twenty-eight weeks. By comparison, in the years following the Great Depression, it reached a high of forty weeks in 2011, but before 2008 had spiked above twenty weeks only briefly. In other words, not only are jobs genuinely hard to find for many people, but also, since 2008, those out of work spend more time looking, although the situation has begun to improve.8

There’s also the issue of “disruptive innovation,” a term used to describe what happens when the wide adoption of a new technology creates jobs and wealth—but often destroys other jobs or industries in the process. Early in the 2016 campaign, candidates Hillary Clinton and Jeb Bush sparred over whether the ride-sharing service Uber—widely considered to be a disruptive company, and one then embroiled in legal battles over whether its drivers were employees or independent contractors—was a model that America should embrace or one that exploited workers.

Uber, founded in 2009, is now valued at $50 billion. By offering a smartphone-based platform for drivers to connect with customers—but not, in most cases, absorbing any costs such as insurance and not requiring drivers to have livery licenses—the company has changed not only ride sharing but also the taxi industry. In many big cities, taxi medallions were high priced and hard to get—sold in limited quantities by the city and resold by drivers. With the rise of Uber has come a drop in the value of taxi medallions, which some drivers viewed as a key asset the same way that other people viewed the value of their homes. A 2015 article in USA Today charted the falling value of a New York City taxi medallion from a staggering $1.2 million in the spring of 2014 to $870,000 a year later.9 You don’t have to disagree with the business model of Uber to see how taxi drivers who bought high could be bankrupted in this new era. Not all types of disruption are this dramatic, but our society is full of examples of how technology has changed the job market—including online delivery services offering both cooked food and groceries, and Airbnb offering an alternative to hotels. Part of working, earning, and saving today is keeping an eye on trends in the marketplace so that you can protect your own interests.

Not even the best analysts can predict every bend and curve on the economic road ahead. During the winter of 2014–15, there was a rise in hiring.10 During the following summer of 2015, global stock markets stumbled, no doubt changing the hiring plans at some domestic and transnational corporations. My survey research from 2015 shows how profoundly anxiety about the economy is affecting Americans. For example:

• 20 percent of respondents agreed with the statement “I work multiple part-time jobs, but would prefer to work one full-time job.”

• 27 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed with “I believe jobs in my current field will become more plentiful and easier to find in the next five years.”

• 34 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed with “I believe that I will have better work opportunities in five years than I do today.”

• And another 34 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement “I believe most Americans will have better job opportunities in five years than they do today.”

We can get a sense of how people deal with uncertainty from what happened in America during the recent past, the Great Recession that began in December 2007 and ended officially in June 2009 (with a very long tail of long-term unemployment). It upended the fortunes of millions of Americans. I want to tell you about one of them: Hazel Shaw of Yuma, Arizona.

Hazel exudes a youthful exuberance after making a comeback from homelessness. You’d never know she’s been through hell. She radiates joy, which I found humbling, since I can spend so much time on needless worry. When I met Hazel, she was fifty-eight, round faced and round figured, with nut brown skin and short, curly hair. She wore an intriguing little gold pin on her T-shirt: kind of a circle with an upturned curve under it. Turns out, it was originally an angel; now just the wings and a halo.

“Her body fell off,” Hazel said with a gentle smile. “I wanted to keep her because she still had wings, so she could fly. I never threw her out, and I wear her every day.”
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