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“A career is what gives you the ability to try out what works in your life and figure out who you are and what you want. If your career stifles that, you need to change careers.”

The pursuit of happiness is vacuous. People aren’t happy or unhappy, because being able to determine if we are happy would require knowing the meaning of life, or the ultimate goal, or the key to the world, or something that we are not going to find outside of blind religious fanaticism.

But if I don’t want to pursue a happy life, then, what sort of life do I want?

I think I want an interested life. Not that I want to be interesting, but I want to be interested.

I want to get up each morning and have something I’m excited to do. I want to have intellectual challenge and physical challenge and emotional challenge. I want personal growth, and I want goals that are difficult but attainable, through which I can track my progress.

Research about happiness reveals that we can’t really make ourselves happier. For one thing, we are absolutely terrible at guessing what will make us happy. That’s why people hate their careers, why the divorce rate is so high, why shoe returns are so high. But the big thing about happiness is that 75 percent of how happy we are is genetically predetermined. 

Here’s what that means: We have a setpoint for happiness just like we have a setpoint for weight. Women who throw shotput don’t have a second career as supermodels. They were born with a set body type. This is obvious to us. We need to get our heads around the fact that happiness set points are equally as preordained. 

And just like our body type does not ruin a life, our happiness setpoint doesn’t ruin a life. Because what we really want is not a certain body type or a certain happiness type. What we really want is an interesting life. 

What makes life meaningful is that it ends. I remember a semester-long course of mythology I took. It was required, and I was pissed off, that I had to go (not that I planned to go to class very often) and I remember bringing a stack of magazines to read during lectures because I thought I’d be so bored. But what blew me away was the idea that the gods always wanted to be like the humans, because if you have a limited lifespan then the choices you make matter a lot. If you have infinite amount of time to fix things, then nothing you do matters. You can do something different later. The choices are what makes life interesting, and the gods wanted interestingness. I realized, sitting in that class, that the best thing I could do with my life was make sure I was engaged and challenged and doing stuff that I enjoyed.

I spent the next twenty years learning how to have an interesting life. I saw my parents in jobs they didn’t like. I saw people wishing they could do something with their time instead of actually doing it. I knew I wanted to do my life differently. 

I started out in a timid way. I gave up a job offer at a publishing house in New York City in order to play professional beach volleyball in Los Angeles. I felt bad about the decision. On the one hand, I knew it was right for me. But on the other hand, I was used to choosing conventional paths, and I wanted approval from other people. 

I realized, though, that conventional paths assume people are looking for happiness, and that’s why conventional paths don’t work: because searching for happiness doesn’t work. Alternative paths in today’s workforce focus more on interestingness than happiness. It’s like we are shifting, as a workplace culture, toward interestingness, but we aren’t fully embracing the shift. 

The New American Dream is about interestingness. It’s what makes us satisfied in our life, it’s what makes the community feel cohesive and supportive, and interestingness is what makes our jobs work on a visceral level. 

For people who are already convinced that interesting is more important than happy, this book will be a blueprint for how to feel like you belong. You have probably made unconventional decisions because you instinctively knew they were right, even though to many people you looked reckless or delusional. This book will help you understand the drive toward interestingness, and how the decisions you are making will create a cohesive, fulfilling plan for your life going forward. 

And if you’re dead set on being happy, this book will give you the freedom to be who you are, whatever your setpoint is, and to feel fulfilled instead of struggling to change yourself. 

* * * * *

Someone once asked me to think of a moment in my childhood that was really nice. I thought of one.

Wait. You think of one, now. Quick. Just any one . . .

So I thought of a time: it was in my grandparents’ huge yard with fruit trees and flower gardens and grass for running. And it was so peaceful.

What you remember as really nice tells you something about where you belong. Whatever you thought of, learn something from that.

I used to live in New York City, where people value having a wide range of choices and opportunities over having a life that makes them feel happy. When it comes to self-reporting happiness, New Yorkers report being less happy than everyone else, but they don’t care. New Yorkers love that they can get the best of everything. They want that more than they want to be happy.

Life in NYC is interesting to me, but it’s just plain too hard for me. When I lived in NYC with my two sons the year I had $200,000 coming in from my startup and speaking gigs, I felt like I was living at the edge of poverty. Whenever I write this, people who have lived in NYC with kids are not surprised at all, and people who have not lived in NYC think I’m crazy.

Most people who live in New York City say they spend a lot of time in Central Park. I almost lived there. I thought I would die if I didn’t go there each day. (Here’s a test to see if you belong in New York City. I definitely don’t.) I figured out that where I belong is in nature. And in quiet. 

I moved to Wisconsin after doing tons of research about how to choose where to live. I knew I wanted to be able to change careers all the time, and launch startups on a shoestring budget, and feel financially stable while I was doing that. I knew I needed to live where the cost of living was low. 

When I drove up to the farm where I live now for the first time, I knew I belonged here. And I saw my whole life shift toward the process of coming to grips with the fact that I am not as fast and cool and cutting edge as I wish I were. I do not belong in a city.

* * * * *

So many of the questions I get from people are questions they answer themselves, in the very email where they ask the question. They ask if it’s okay to want what they want, because they’re so scared to want it: a book, a blog, a job change, lots of money, less money. It’s scary to want things in life. But if you don’t know what you want, you can’t ever know which way to move.

The trick is to admit what we want, even if we are scared we won’t get it. We can only be who we are. And if we are disappointed, later on, well. I guess that’s just part of being a grown up.

So, this is what I want. To live here, on this farm. 

I changed my personal life without having any idea how my career would support me. But this is something I knew: my career is useless if it doesn’t allow me to have the personal life I want. A career is what gives you the ability to try out what works in your life and figure out who you are and what you want. If your career stifles that, you need to change careers.
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“You can be one of the people who is redefining success. You don’t have to give up everything in your personal life to ‘get to the top.’ You can decide what is success for you.”

The American Dream is about the pursuit of happiness. It’s in the Constitution, but it’s also etched in our brains. The US is built on the protestant work ethic: hard work wins. It is built on the capitalist idea that your scorecard is your bank account. 

The American Dream is inextricably linked to the accumulation of money and stuff. 

The baby boomers were the last generation to buy into this dream, and as a whole, they have been massively disappointed. Baby boomers assumed they would get a lot of money and then buy time at the end – their retirement. They worked longer hours than any other generation. 

Their children watched them put off their dreams until they paid their dues, only to find themselves laid off mid-career, or underfunded for retirement late in their career. The corporate ladder they climbed was pulled out from under them. Their savings were depleted in a series of market crashes. And their McMansions, trophies of their workplace accomplishments, are riding on mortgages that are underwater. 

Generation X, the children of the baby boomers, is the first group that was faced, flat-out, with the challenge that the American Dream had to change because it was no longer available to young people. Baby boomers left them at home, as latchkey kids, and then didn’t give them jobs, because there was no room in the workforce. Generation X was the first generation in US history to earn less than their parents. Baby boomers hoarded the resources necessary to reach the American Dream, so Generation X had to think of something else to strive for. 

Generation Y, born between the 1980s and 90s, also had to shift their idea of what adult life is about in order to have something to aim for. They graduated with more debt from college than any generation in history. Entry-level jobs offered such low salaries that they didn’t have the ability to support themselves. Now, as adults, they know life can’t be about a house in the suburbs and a car and two kids. They don’t have the money. 

These generations have redefined the meaning of success and created a New American Dream. Instead of aiming for power, money, and prestige, they prioritize family, flexibility, and variety: in other words, they pursue interestingness instead of happiness. Generation X instigated the change, and Generation Y, with its massive numbers, is the foot army that has made the Generation X intellectual shifts reality. 

In this New American Dream, you no longer have to put off your hopes and dreams until you’ve worked 40 years, like the baby boomers did. You can have an engaging, rewarding career without spending such a large percentage of your life doing work you don’t like at the office. 

The key to getting the life you want is to be able to see that the old paths don’t work. Instead of feeling like it’s high-risk to buck the system, recognize that the paths that baby boomers took are simply not available. You are walking off a cliff when you choose one of those paths. You are walking off a ladder with no rungs. 

In the New American Dream, the safest thing to do for your career is to choose a path that is engaging to you. No more paying dues. No more choosing graduate school because you think it’s safe. No more doing work that’s not well suited to you. These are no longer paths to the American Dream. 
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The New American dream is about substance and process, not the end result. Your career must be that way as well. You can start thinking this way by reimagining the purpose of a job. 

We have seen steady decline in job satisfaction in the United States, no matter if the employment rate is very high or very low. Even when people have control over their time and their workload, they still report that they are unhappy in their jobs, according to polls from The Conference Board.

The problem is that people are looking to their jobs for the meaning of life. Forget this. Even people who feed starving children with the Peace Corps have crisis of meaning. (For example, what is the point of feeding one child when six will die?) The meaning of life is elusive, and you must put a lot of time and energy into finding it.

The job hunt is separate. The job is something you have to do to support yourself. Since you’re going to be doing it for a good portion of your life, you should look for some basics: people who respect you and your personal life. A company that is honest. A job that uses your skills and experience. A job that challenges your abilities without overwhelming you. 

The most pleasurable work provides a perfect balance between too much and too little, in terms of both amount and difficulty, according to Diane Fassel, the chief executive of workplace survey firm Newmeasures and author of the book Working Ourselves to Death. Work does not need to give your life a grand purpose in order to be a good experience. 

The key to being happy at work is not so much finding the perfect career as it is finding yourself. The more self-knowledge you have, the happier you will be. Stop looking at your job to solve your problems and look inside yourself, instead. 

A career is like a mate. The relationship is limited by what you bring to the table. If you are not happy with yourself, you won’t be happy with the match-up. Make friends with yourself and with other people, and your job, whatever it is, might start looking better because you’re not asking so much from it.

In fact, online dating is not a bad model for evaluating a job. You should never write in your dating profile that you want a mate to make you feel fulfilled – that’s asking much too much from a single person, and it’s a good setup for a bad relationship. It’s the same with work, yet we complain all the time that our jobs are not fulfilling.

Dating services ask that you be as specific as possible in your desires. So try that for a job. Here’s what I would ask for in a job, and it’s the same thing I looked for in a spouse:

Fair

Fun 

Mind-expanding

Interesting

Consistent with my values

Leaves space for the other parts of my life

When your desires are reasonable and you don’t expect your job to create meaning in your life, you’re much more likely to find a good match.
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Adam Copeland is an employee at Mirror Image, an Internet content delivery network. He has changed jobs within his company several times, and he explains that the genesis of each move was the desire to increase his learning curve.

“I’m not even 30 yet,” he says, “I wanted to try something different.”

He also took plenty of time for fun and travel. “I don’t need a castle and a moat,” he says, in a nod to the baby boomer tendency to work long hours for a huge home and put off enjoying it until later. “I’d rather have something in the realm of time to travel,” Copeland says. 

For Copeland, making travel a priority was another way to create fulfilling work throughout a career, rather than just at the end. Fulfillment is a lifestyle that balances interesting work and interesting breaks. And this balance gives rise to the type of job that is fulfilling for its ability to compromise on many levels to get the benefits of work and play right now, without waiting.

For others, a dream job allows time for spending time contributing to the community in a way that matters. It’s impractical to wait until the end of one’s career, to retire from work and then start doing good. If nothing else, it’s a long time to wait to do good.

There are people whose dream job is to grow something big, like a startup. Doing something big is a classic dream, but what’s special about that dream today is that people focus on process – the excitement of going to work everyday and learning and growing at a very fast pace – rather than the outcome, which is a lot of money. The dream job today is about how you get to the money, rather than getting the money itself. 

* * * * *

You, too, can be one of the people who is redefining success. You don’t have to give up everything in your personal life to “get to the top.” You can decide what is success for you. 

Let’s talk about what this means in practice. 

You don’t have to play the face-time game. We’ve known forever that it isn’t necessary to be in the office from 9 to 5 every day to get work done, but many of us have missed family events only to sit at a desk all day getting pretty much nothing done because of the stress of missing a family event. And there didn’t used to be any option; if you wanted a successful career, you made sure coworkers saw that you were putting in the hours.

A good portion of the workforce has been requesting flextime for decades, but the requests have gone unheeded. We have Gen Y to thank for forcing the switch, because if Gen Yers can’t leave the building whenever they want, they’ll walk out the door and never come back. Face the truth: boomers weren’t willing to go that far, but they sure are benefiting from it. Now they have more opportunities for flextime, too.

We all want to be judged by the work we do, not the hours we put in. And what could be more fair than this? 

You don’t have to do work that’s meaningless. Gen Y kids grew up with parents scheduling every minute of their day. They were told TV is bad and reading is good, and are more educated than any generation in history. They just spent 18 years learning to be productive with their time, so they’re not going to settle for any photocopying/coffee stirring job. 

It’s great for all of us that the biggest demographic at work today – Generation Y – is not willing to waste time at work. This means we can all put our foot down to work that doesn’t matter. We all, intuitively, want meaningful work. We all want to be stimulated by our jobs, and we all want to understand how we’re contributing to the world at large. Why should anyone have to wait until retirement age to start demanding that?

If no one is willing to do thankless work, then companies will more and more be forced to change the structure of jobs so that each job has boring parts and parts that encourage personal growth – jobs at the highest levels and the lowest levels. They will be forced to create jobs that allow people to lead an interesting life. 

These days, the workplace can be restructured so that we all spend time at the copy machine and time getting coffee for the team in exchange for each of us getting to do some meaningful work. And if work can be in some way meaningful for all of us, then the workplace in general will be a better place to spend our time.

You don’t have to work with jerks. Instead of putting up with an jerk in the office, you can disengage before trying to get along with him or her. This is more and more common, according to a report by Stan Smith, national director of Next Generation Initiatives at consulting firm Deloitte. People have no desire to bother with somebody they don’t like.

This is a great way to function. After all, according to research by Stanford professor Bob Sutton, the cost of putting up with a jerk in a company is about $160,000. Moreover, Harvard researcher Tiziana Casciaro found that people hate working with high-performing jerks so much that they would rather work with someone incompetent who’s nice.

You can leave. It’s a good career move now to change jobs every two years. Your reasons might be that the work isn’t a good fit, or the learning curve isn’t steep enough, or you don’t like your coworkers. 

In the New American Dream, you can change jobs to get on fun teams and interesting projects instead of changing jobs to get money or titles. You can be collaborative instead of competitive. You can drop out of the workforce, because how else can you actually say that work is supporting life, rather than the other way around? 

You can take time off from a secure job to travel to countries on the do-not-travel list. You can do startup after startup after startup when corporate America does not offer jobs consistent with the quest for an interesting life. And you can choose engagement over prestige.

The new, better dream job has a steep learning curve and freedom to contribute to the company in ways that are unique to oneself. If your job doesn’t have that, you can change it. 
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“It’s safe to say that if you are aiming for flexibility in corporate America, you will need to risk your job, or your salary, to get what you want. Just remember it’s worth it.”

One of the best ways to gauge the impact young workers are having on corporate life is to look at the list of most popular places to work. About five years after Gen Y was in the workplace at full force, the companies that rose to the top of the best places to work lists were the Big 5 accounting firms. 

The Big 5 were the first to adjust themselves to accommodate Generation Y. Deloitte, for example, famously focused on flexible hours and shifted their corporate structure to a lattice, rather than a ladder. The company was so successful at recruiting and retaining top young candidates that they started a separate practice, teaching other companies how to accommodate Generation Y. 

Unfortunately, many companies still favor people who are willing to give up everything in their life for the company. And why wouldn’t companies favor these people? They are better workers. They have nothing in their life but the company. 

Be wary of companies that talk about their flexibility. They talk about it because it’s clear that this is what people want from work. At some point, more companies will discover that people who have lives outside of the company actually make better employees. But right now, and for the foreseeable future, companies are run by people who work 120-hour weeks. 

But corporate structure does not determine the structure of your life. You can create a career path for yourself that moves in and out of companies in a way that supports the life you want to live. 

As you are making decisions to protect the interesting life you want to create, here are attributes of companies that will support you in your endeavors. 

1. Make sure you can customize your environment. In the workplace, customization is a must in order to feel like you are being recognized for your authentic self by co-workers. The most common request in this arena is flexible hours, but you should also look for a company that focuses on playing to your individual strengths.

For example, ask someone to match you with the perfect mentor, or to help figure out what training you need and find you the right coach to do it. You won’t feel like you are making an authentic connection with your workplace if the workplace does not make an effort to address what is different about you.

2. Look for a company with people who love to learn. Look for a workplace that facilitates your quest for lifelong learning. Paying dues is out, since reliance on the certainty of pay-off in the future does not make sense in today’s workplace. Instead, focus on finding work that has payoff on a daily basis, since you can never know what will come next in your work life. 

3. It should have good flow of information. Having access to premium information in your field, and being able to share it in a productive way, is very important to feeling fulfilled.

Stay away from offices that use hierarchy as a way to make people feel useful and important – it will mean a constipated flow of information. Companies that are truly good at creating team environments will probably provide rich information environments, because not only do these companies encourage sharing ideas, but they value the flow of information enough to have shifted away from the focus on individualism of earlier generations.

4. Teamwork should be highly valued. Reams of research shows the effectiveness of teams in the workplace, and it is clear that real productivity does not come from hours spent working, but from the software that facilitates collaboration and employees who are good at collaborating. Being part of a team is the best way for today’s new workers to get interesting high-level work for themselves. 

The baby boomers are the ones who have done all the research about how important and effective teams are, but ironically, they generally don’t like working in teams. These older, more experienced workers are more comfortable in hierarchies, especially since they are the workers most likely to be on top. 

Jeff Snipes, CEO of Ninth House, a provider of online education, including optimizing team effectiveness, says a hierarchical, leader-oriented team was appropriate for earlier generations: “Traditionally if you worked up ranks for twenty years and all the employees were local then you could know all the functions of the workplace. Then you could lead by barking orders. . . . But today everything moves too fast and the breadth of competency necessary to do something is too vast.” 

Enzo Marchio, Antonio DeFabritiis, and Johnny Marchio are equal owners of Enzo and Company, a hair salon, and they are a good example of this team mentality. Unlike entrepreneurs of the past, who were typically loners, uncomfortable functioning in a larger organization, these three would never think of going it alone. DeFabritiis says, “Everything is easier if we work as a team. And it’s more fun.” When asked how he learned to work well in a team, DeFabritiis says, “This is how we were brought up.”

Bruce Tulgan, founder of Rainmaker Thinking and co-author of Managing Generation Y, explains that, “There was a big shift in parenting, teaching and counseling in the mid 80s because of research in childhood self-esteem.” Young workers are very well-versed in getting along with others, collaboration skills, feeling part of a team, and having good communication skills.

Teams appeal to many of us because they have no interest in boring or ancillary workplace tasks, even at the entry level. Well-constructed teams provide an opportunity to be a decision maker and a key contributor early in one’s career. According to Tulgan, “Teams . . . are pulled out of the hierarchical structure. On a team it’s not about what is your experience but what can you do today.”

The most effective teams today are competency-based teams, where each person comes to the group with a different skill and they work together for a specific duration on a specific project to build something bigger than themselves. On these teams, everyone is an important decision-maker and is able to make a big difference.

If working on a team is important to you, look for companies with competency-based teams. Snipes suggests that you ask these questions of a company you’re considering:

What sort of talent development does the company commit to? There are no good teams without team training. A company committed to team leadership trains people to do it.

Is diversity important to the company? When it comes to teams, diverse input makes more effective outcomes. Diversity is important not only in terms of race and culture but in terms of the way people think.

Is there a reward system in place for teams? If a company rewards only individual achievements, then individuals will have less incentive to make teams work. 

But let’s be real. Not everyone can stomach working on a team. Kerry Sulkowicz, Founder of the Boswell Group and advisor to CEOs on psychological aspects of management, says, “There are different types of personalities and it’s not as simple as being part of a generation. There will always be some people who feel constrained being part of a group.” 

For those of you who don’t do your best work in teams, take solace in the fact that baby boomers still run most workplaces, and they’re not big on teams, either. 
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Having stimulating projects and a great team is rewarding, but most of us think of a dream career as one that affords us flexibility for personal relationships and interests outside work. It’s hard to find this, but it isn’t impossible. 

Retail is a great way to get flexible work (which is why I think we should see a surge in educated people taking retail jobs). But most people don’t aspire to retail because the work is not intellectually engaging. And most of the intellectually challenging work in this world comes with inflexible schedules.

So the trick is not just to get flexibility, the trick is to get it without losing engaging work and avoiding a pay cut. Also, keep in mind that flexible work is not about the hours, it’s about control. Because most of us are fine with working long hours as long as we have control over those hours.

Given these parameters for thinking about flexible work, here are the tricks for landing that sort of job. They aren’t easy: 

Be a star. Brenda Barnes was CEO of Pepsi, then she quit to take care of three kids. She came back and took a position as CEO of Sara Lee. That’s the ultimate flexibility: a CEO position in the Fortune 500 with seven years off to raise kids. But who is as talented in business as Brenda Barnes? Not many of us. The flexibility you can negotiate is directly commensurate to the star power you established before you started negotiating.

Be relentless. Flexibility comes, usually, after proving your worth to a company. Which means you can’t job hop to get flexibility unless you’re a rock star and can make it a precondition for hiring. People who aren’t rock stars need to stick around longer. Prove your worth, and then make tons of suggestions to get the specific flexibility you want – a new department, different hours, less travel, on-site child care, maybe a satellite office near your home.

You need to propose options that are solutions for you. And if one doesn’t work, try another.

Know your bottom line. I wouldn’t work without enough money to have household help. It was a precondition for me being available at all times to the company – I needed household help available at all times to me. This gives me the ability to create the type of flexibility I need in my life. At one point, things got so tenuous that I had a huge screaming match with one of my investors over my salary. But I didn’t budge. I had the confidence that I knew my line in the sand, and I wasn’t going to cross it.

Gear up for big risks. Screaming at my investors. And crying. And getting thrown out of the attorney’s office where we were. Those were big risks. I could have lost my company, but I didn’t. I didn’t lose my salary, either. But I took big risks. 

You never know what risks you’ll have to take to get what you want, but it’s safe to say that if you are aiming for flexibility in corporate America, you will need to risk your job, or your salary, to get what you want. Just remember it’s worth it. 
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“Instead of letting last century’s carrots dictate your workplace rewards, think about what is right for you, right now. What do you really need? You don’t need a promotion. It’s something else.”

Financial freedom is becoming an outdated goal for today’s workers. I think the root of the idea of “financial freedom” means freedom from having to do a job you don’t like. But this thinking comes from the baby boomers who felt compelled to climb ladders doing jobs that destroyed their personal life.

Today we don’t do that. Many people of ladder-climbing age today don’t believe it’s worth the trouble. Today you can hold out to get a job you love at the beginning of your career. Financial freedom is not a prerequisite. 

Jim Buckmaster, chief executive of Craigslist, mystified Wall St. analysts when he explained that he’s not interested in building a megacompany, and he just wants to maintain Craigslist as a company that gives people what they need.

I think most people are not so much mystified as just plain grateful for the down-to-earth attitude at Craigslist. And plenty of research shows that the people at Craigslist have the right attitude; it’s futile to make money a career goal since you’ll never feel like you have enough.
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This means we can all just stop talking about promotions like they matter. A promotion has meaning when someone is moving up the corporate ladder at such a slow pace that every small step is grounds for celebration.

But there are no more ladders because no one stays long enough at a company to get up the whole ladder. And even if someone did try to climb, they’d probably be laid off, outsourced or offshored before they got to the top.

So what is the point of a promotion? Titles do not matter because they are accoutrements of hierarchy in a nonhierarchical workforce. And no one cares about getting more responsibly that implicitly comes with a promotion, they want the right kind of responsibility – which means interesting work and a chance to expand one’s skills set.

So all that’s left to justify continuing to talk about promotions is getting a raise, which is hardly a notable event. Here is a headline from Salary.com: “Raise Outlook Better than Employees Expected.” The article goes on to say that the average raise was something just above three percent. Let’s say four percent. This means if you were making $100,000 a year, you’ll get $4,000 a year more. So what? After cost of living and tax adjustments, you are looking at a little over a thousand dollars. That will not change your life in any significant way, that’s for sure.

Learning new skills is worth a lot more to you than some ridiculous 4 percent raise. If you’re offered a raise, tell them you want something that really matters: training, the new workplace currency. Unlike salary and title, training can fundamentally change how you operate and what you have to offer. 

Ask to get on a team that will teach you how to do something you think is important. Ask to work with the clients who are doing the most innovative projects. Request a training budget and send yourself to a bunch of seminars. The best way to learn is to role-play, which everyone hates to do, so go to a seminar where someone forces you to do it.

Workplace stars receive great training perks. “Most companies quickly segment out high potential employees and they get more advanced and aggressive training,” Jeff Snipes, CEO of PDI Ninth House, told me. “Companies don’t usually market these programs because they create an atmosphere of haves and have-nots. However, you can ask around at your company if there’s a high-potential program and what you’d need to do to get in.”

Here are some of the types of training to ask for:

Self-awareness coaching. Few people can accurately judge the impression they make on others. This is so widely accepted that companies are willing to pay big bucks for a performance review that gives 360 feedback and includes in-depth interviews between a third-party and a wide range of people you work with. 

Most people think they make a good impression, but they are misguided. To a large extent, you have to take responsibility for training yourself in this area. You can’t learn this stuff passively, like learning key dates in US history.

Instead, “This must be a self-motivated kind of learning,” Julie Jansen, a career coach, told me. She recognizes that “The problem is that most people don’t know how self-aware they are.” Her book You Want me to Work with Who? offers self-diagnostic tests to show you where you fall on the spectrum and how to retrain yourself.

Once you determine your weaknesses, hiring a coach is a great way to understand the results of the review and figure out how to either get rid of your weaknesses or at least get around them.

Communications coaching. One of the most difficult pieces of managing yourself is projecting what you really feel to other people. So many things get in the way of authenticity in the office – most notably, your ego, but also your nerves.

Lindy Amos, a coach at the TAI Group, teaches executives to communicate better by using acting techniques. She has said things to me like, “The difference between fear and excitement is breathing.” Before you decide that you are already good at projecting your true self, consider that Amos’s clients are top executives from companies you respect. If they need it, you do, too. So get the training early in your career so you can make authentic connections from the beginning.

Training on how to navigate within a company. Many young people complain that they have great ideas but no one is listening. And this is often true. That’s because it’s not enough to have innovative ideas. You need to know how to promote them within the company.

PDI Ninth House, for example, offers training programs that teach how to package an idea so that you can get it funded within the company. Topics in this program include how to align the idea with corporate strategy and how to find an internal sponsor, two critical pieces to being an innovator in the workplace.

When it comes to selling an idea at the office, don’t forget that you’ll have to sell the idea that training will be good for your boss and the company as well as for you.

If you’re unemployed, you can also think about training is in terms of the job hunt: Hayden-Wilder, for example, is one of a bunch of companies that teach people how to use public relations and marketing techniques to present themselves to employers.

If someone tries to give you a title change or small raise and you’ve already received training, here are some ideas for what to ask for instead: 

1. Mentor opportunities

Ask to be matched with a mentor in the company. This is not a revolutionary request. Human resource executives have been studying this process for more than a decade and they know how to pick someone good for you. They just need to spend a little time doing it.

2. Flex-time opportunities

If you are so great at your job that you have earned a promotion, suggest that you keep your current job but do it from home, or do it four days a week. After all, you’ve already shown you perform well. Heck, ask to work from Tahiti; you should be able to do the job however you want as long as you maintain that stellar level of performance.

3. Entrepreneurial opportunities

Now that you have a sense of how much time and energy your current job requires, now that you’ve mastered the scope, you can try something on the side. The safest way to experiment with running your own business is to do it while you still have a regular paycheck. Who cares if it doesn’t include that 4 percent raise? Think of that paycheck as a research grant for your ideas for a side business.
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Just say no. To the promotion, that is. Instead of letting last century’s carrots dictate your workplace rewards, think about what is right for you, right now. What do you really need? You don’t need a promotion. It’s something else. Think about what would really make a difference in your life and then make it happen. While the rest of your organization is focusing on titles and money, you can slip under the radar and get something truly meaningful.

I tell people all the time to change their job if they don’t like it, and a lot of people write to me to say that my advice only applies to rich people. Or they tell me that single parents, families living paycheck to paycheck, people in debt, cannot use my advice.

I think these people are in denial. Of course, there are exceptions, but usually these people are really saying that the things they have in their current standard of living are more important than being happy in their job. That’s fine. But don’t complain that the advice doesn’t apply to you. It does. You choose to have an expensive lifestyle instead.

I want to tell you a short history of my financial life. It is so unstable that when I told my brothers that I was writing for Yahoo Finance, they thought it was a joke. And then they got concerned for me that Yahoo would find out the real me, and I’d lose my job.

My bank account looked very good when I was running my own companies. They were well funded, and I extracted a large salary from investors – on top of equity – because it used to be okay to do that. The year my husband and I moved to New York City, I earned more than $200,000.

I had never lived in New York City before. But I had seen photos of John and Carolyn Kennedy coming out of their Tribeca loft, and I figured that’s where I would live with my husband. It was a harsh reality when I discovered that our combined income would need to be in the millions in order to have a loft in Tribeca. So we moved into a one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn that was so small that I had to buy storage for all my books. And just about everything else, too.

Then the World Trade Center fell. I was there, and my being there changed me and my husband. We both realized we wanted kids right away, and we wanted to change careers: bye-bye big paychecks.

My husband started volunteering at human rights organizations. I became a freelance writer and had a poverty-level income for New York City. Then we had a baby. I want to tell you that we lived off our savings for a while, but we didn’t. It lasted about nine months in New York City.

That’s when we realized we had to totally shift our lifestyle to accommodate our work choices. We made big decisions. We stopped being friends with people who couldn’t stop ordering $70 bottles of wine at dinner. We didn’t go to the beach, because we didn’t have a car to get there, and besides, beach passes were too expensive.

Soon, we found ourselves making almost every decision based on money, and we didn’t want to live that way. That’s when we decided to move to Madison. 

Once we got there, things changed. Money was not nearly such a big issue. Madison is not a bastion of culture and innovation. But if you want to live in a bastion of culture and innovation, it’ll cost you in personal flexibility.

If you want personal stability, flexibility to find fulfilling work, and meaningful personal relationships, that’s about as much as you can ask for in life. That’s a lot. All the other stuff is secondary. It’s great if you can get it, but it’s not the most important thing. 

If you want to have the ability to change careers and quit jobs you don’t like and try out new things, then you might need to make huge life decisions to accommodate that. I have friends in San Francisco who had only one kid so they could afford to keep their low-paying jobs. This is a big decision. I have friends who are moving from the center of Portland to the boondocks of Portland so they can afford for one of them to be a stay-at-home parent.

I’m not saying you have to live in rural America or forgo having kids. I’m saying you need to be an adult, and realize that adults make big decisions. Things don’t just happen to you. You have power to decide what your life will be like.
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“To become your best self – a star, a great leader, a fulfilled worker – you need to know who you are and what you believe. Start now. It’s a lifelong process, and done honestly, it’s the process that makes almost any job intrinsically challenging and interesting.”

The old American Dream is too focused on money for it to be equally available to everyone. And it’s too focused on financial rank for us to say that everyone is starting out equal. 

For the baby boomers, born to compete with each other, the American Dream seemed like a fun prize. For the generations that followed, who recognize how unattainable it is, it seems empty. When wealth accumulation is not possible, the door opens up for a dream that is more true to you. You have more room to be yourself. And of course, how to stay on a path that is true to yourself is a defining question of the New American Dream. 

But a lot of people think that the business world is not compatible with authenticity. When the American Dream centered around economic competition, that was true; the workplace was a place for backstabbing, a place where you had to hide your vulnerability. Today, with a shift in the Dream, work is a path to interestingness, and kindness and authenticity are the measures we use to predict success.

What people value in business now is what they value in all of life, and that is a real connection. People are attracted to authenticity because the alternative is so disappointing: cliched conversations, empty promises and relationships with no soul. People need to see a genuine part of you and they need to relate to it.

The Harvard Business Review reports that authenticity is the trait that uniquely defines great leaders. Increasingly, boardrooms are leading discussions about how to make their CEO more authentic because authentic leaders are so much better at getting people to follow them. 

The Amazon acquisition of Zappos was a major nod to authenticity. Amazon can sell shoes without buying a shoe company. But what Zappos had that was particularly valuable to Amazon was a genuine leader. Tony Hsieh, the CEO of Zappos, is passionate about authentic leadership, and he was able to create an incredibly loyal staff and customer base by being his true self and encouraging other people to do the same. The workplace, to Hsieh, is a tool to get to one’s authentic self; Amazon valued that in the billions. 

The power of authenticity hit me when I had a speaking engagement at the Richard Ivey School of Business in Ontario, Canada. In a post-event survey, the reaction of the students was very positive. It wasn’t the content of the speech they cited so much as the authenticity. I didn’t hide behind a podium. I didn’t use a PowerPoint slides as a crutch, and the topic was so close to my heart (how to balance work and life) that I didn’t need a set speech. It was just me, on stage, talking. 

Being authentic means two things. First, you don’t do or say things you don’t believe. Everyone understands this in principle, but people who are authentic are fanatical about it. Research about authenticity by Rob Goffee, professor at the London Business School, explains that authenticity is largely defined by what other people see in you. So you have a good amount of control over how authentic you appear.

The other quality you need for authenticity is to be able to relate to a lot of types of people. Success at work requires working well with many different personalities while remaining true to yourself. You do not have to agree with everything your boss does, for example. But you have to speak about his policies in ways that remain true to your own values – which means not lying, but not undermining your boss, either. People who think this task is impossible are actually people who are too lazy to be authentic.
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To become your best self – a star, a great leader, a fulfilled worker – you need to know who you are and what you believe. Start now. It’s a lifelong process, and done honestly, it’s the process that makes almost any job intrinsically challenging and interesting. 

Being who you really are is key, but you don’t need to tell everyone everything about yourself every time. It would be impossible, in fact, and any attempt at that would sound insane. Instead, manage your authenticity by revealing the most interesting parts of yourself and connecting with your audience. 

Here are three important ways to do this: 

1. Be a good storyteller. Consider the most ubiquitous workplace question: “So, tell me about yourself.” To answer that question well you have to be a good storyteller. You have to sift through all the information you have to find the pieces of information that are interesting to your audience. 

When someone asks “What do you do?” a one-word answer will put your career on ice. You need to have a story. When you want to establish a connection with someone, a story provides social glue. When you want to impress someone, a story is more memorable than a list of achievements.

Early in my career, I interviewed for a job as a user interface designer. The hiring manager asked me how I got involved in UI design.

I could have said, “I thought it looked interesting so I gave it a try and I was good at it.” But anyone can answer the very standard how-did-you-find-your-career question with that answer.

So instead, I told this story: An old boyfriend was a programmer, and he worked from home, while I was in school. He plastered designs all over our bedroom wall and our living room floor so that he could think them through. Finally, I told him if he was going to mess up the apartment then he had to be the one to clean it, and I handed him the toilet scrubber. We argued about who had extra time for cleaning and who didn’t, and finally he said, “Fine. I’ll clean, but you do the UI design.” And to his surprise, I did.

I got the job. And every time I have been able to tell stories in interviews, I have gotten the job.

If you are funny, make your story funny. If you are not funny, be vulnerable in your story. For example, when people ask me how I became a writer, sometimes I start my story with how I was working just blocks away from the World Trade Center when it fell, and my software company never recovered. This is not essential to my story, but the World Trade Center brings people into my story right away.

Your success at your job will depend on showing people you are smart and interesting so that they want to help you. Don’t assume that your work speaks for itself. It doesn’t. Most people will have no idea what you have done, or what you do now. You need to tell them. And the best way to tell them without sounding boring or self-obsessed is to tell stories.

2. Change how you think about networking. Often people say they don’t like networking because they are introverts, but introverts are not bad at networking. Introverts just need more alone time in between networking. So often what they really mean when they say they don’t like networking is that they are scared people won’t find them interesting, so they don’t want to take the risk. 

The best way to connect with someone is to be authentic and engaged in your own life. And if you are leading a life where having an interesting life is your goal, then you will be interesting to someone else. The key to being interesting is being interested. 

Instead of thinking of networking as a chore, think of it as an opportunity to be your true self. You are the one who picks who to talk to, and you are the one who brings up a topic. Those two actions right there are expressions of who you are. But more importantly, you won’t be able to connect with someone if you are not being your real self. People see through that.

Networking is not getting favors from other people. Networking is giving favors. A good networker is always sniffing for a way to help whoever she is talking to.

If you are at a loss for how to do this, read Ken Ferrazzi’s book, Never Eat Lunch Alone. When I interviewed Ferrazzi about building networks, he spent a lot of time on the idea of being liked. If people like you, he said, they will help you, so instead of concentrating on getting favors, focus on being likeable.

3. Be kind. I once spoke on a panel at the Publicity Club of New York, where I was struck by the amount of kindness in the room. There were five journalists and about 80 publicists, and there was no BS. The publicists were upfront that they just wanted to get their clients in the news, and the journalists were up front that they wanted to do less work, so if the publicists could think of news items for the journalist, the journalists would put their clients in the press.

Everyone was there to get something. But what was so fun about the lunch was that people were actually so giving and helpful. For example, one woman approached me at the end of the panel discussion and offered an idea for writing about labor unions. It wasn’t for her client at all; someone else in the room had mentioned a labor union client. This woman was helping me, the labor union, and the publicist representing the labor union.

Publicists, more than anyone, know that their value is in what they have to give. They spend their days building relationships, so they’re experts. But we should all strive to be like that.

Being kind will get you useful, reliable network. And then, of course, you have to get comfortable asking for help. Guy Kawasaki points out in his blog that there is no benefit to helping tons of people if you never ask for help yourself: “Good schmoozers give favors. Good schmoozers also return favors. However, great schmoozers ask for the return of favors.”

But, more importantly than that, research from Penn State shows that looking for ways to help people will make you a happier person. Maybe this means that publicists are the happiest people around.

* * * * *

Average workers see the world from their point of view. Stars have exceptional empathy and act on it: they are good followers, because they know it’s important to help leaders be the best they can be, too; they can give the right message to the right audience; and they can get an accurate big picture by looking and listening to the people around them.

The interesting thing about star performance at work is that it actually demands that you be the person you want to be anyway. Being a good person, seeking self-knowledge, and taking responsibility for where you’re going are probably key pieces of your core belief system. Acting on these qualities is what makes your life interesting. So you truly do not need to stray from your idea of a good life in order to be wildly successful in your career.
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“Starting over is a key to lifelong learning. Starting from that feeling of knowing nothing, over and over again, will eventually yield learning on a grand scale.”

As a history student in college – history of political thought, for all you fans of The Republic – and still an obsessive researcher of generational demographic trends, I understand the importance of studying generational shifts in thinking. The way a generation thinks helps us to understand and explain historical action, and maybe predict future action. 

My kids are in Generation Z, born between 1995 and 2010. When I look at them, I wonder: what can we see in this new generation that can tell us what they’ll be like later? How will this generation affect work and life for the rest of us?

Kids intuitively seek out interestingness, but Generation Z has an advantage over kids from previous generations: since the American Dream is changing, the parents of Generation Z will give them the opportunity to stay interesting. Here’s how that will look:

1. Generation Z will be very self-directed. Generation Y, on the other hand, is known for being good kids: rule-followers, close to their parents, very good students, which means they are terrible at figuring out what they want to do at any given time. No one taught them. For Generation Y, the quarterlife crisis is not knowing what you like or dislike by the time you’re 30.

This will probably not happen to Generation Z, because parenting is less focused, which means self-discovery is more prominent in childhood. In a 2009 article in the New York Times magazine, Lisa Belkin explored the trend that parents are no longer spending tons of time and money dragging their kids to classes and specialists and guides to the world of overachievers. Instead, parents are hanging out at home. And so are the kids. And everyone is learning about self-discovery. What else do you do with a chunk of unstructured time?

Homeschooling is a big part of this. We have known for a while that public education in the United States is generally terrible. Yes, there are pockets that are exceptional, but for the most part, we have an education crisis on our hands. The baby boomers were too scared to solve the crisis with homeschooling. If you homeschool your kids, you have no way of measuring how well they are doing against the competition. 

Parents now are more comfortable working outside the system than baby boomers. Gen X and Y women are fine quitting their jobs to take care of their kids – they have no feminist ax to grind in the workplace. These parents don’t feel a need to have their kid compete, because they are so noncompetitive. As a result, homeschooling is no longer just for religious radicals and problem children. Homeschooling is for parents who know public schools are broken and don’t have $20,000 a year for private school.

This means we will have a generation of kids who grew up with largely a self-learning, self-directed model. They will be more accustomed to figuring out what they like to do, and doing it on their own. The crisis to figure out what to do with one’s life will not last as long for them.

We have established that school does not prepare people for work. In fact, Generation Y has been very vocal about this problem because a) they did everything they were told to do and it didn’t help them get a job, and b) we have a national crisis because Generation Y has huge debt from college and little ability to pay it back.

With alternative schooling and an emphasis on independent investigation, Generation Z will be the first group of knowledge workers who were trained to do their job before they started working. For example, Generation Z will be great at synthesizing information, because they will have been doing that – rather than memorizing – the whole time they were in school.

The workplace ramification of this shift in learning is that Generation Z will have no problem directing their careers. They will know how to figure out what skill to learn next, and they will have the discipline to do it on their own.

By the time Generation Z enters the workforce, older people will be working to live, not living to work. This will be something we all fought hard for. To Generation Z it will be easy to do, and self-learning will take center stage in their work day. So, as qualifications for the workplace will rapidly change and older people who don’t keep up will be outdated, it will be Generation Z that is best at keeping up. Not because they are young, but because they understand that unschooling is not a movement for kids, but a way to live a life, and it doesn’t stop when you start getting a paycheck.

2. Generation Z will process information at lightning speed. The next generation will be so good at processing information that they will open doors we can only knock on today.

So much of the workplace today is about processing information, and the information sector will grow at twice the rate as all other jobs. We see that the more native one is to Internet technology, the better one is at processing information. We can spend time lamenting the fact that people don’t write essay-long memos by hand, and people don’t sit at their desks uninterrupted for eight hours a day. But what is the point of the lament? It won’t change. Successful leaders of the next generation will move past the lament, to watching how people adapt to the change and leveraging that in the workplace.

Sam Anderson wrote in New York Magazine that “The brain is designed to change based on experience, a feature called neuroplasticity. London taxi drivers, for instance, have enlarged hippocampi, a neural reward for paying attention to the tangle of the city’s streets. As we become more skilled at the 21st-century task [of moving through bits of information quickly] the wiring of the brain will inevitably change to deal more efficiently with more information. Neuroscientist Gary Small speculates that the human brain might be changing faster today than it has since the prehistoric discovery of tools.”

It’s not surprising, then, that when Matthew Robson, a teenaged Morgan Stanley intern, analyzed his generation, the report he created is basically a summary of how his generation collects and processes information. This ability will be the defining feature of his generation.

3. Generation Z will be risk takers. The homeschooling movement will prepare Generation Z to skip college, and new parents are out-of-the-box enough in their parenting to support that. 

One of the books that really changed the way I think about edcuation is Zac Bissonnette’s book, Debt-Free U. He explains why no one should go into debt for college. It’s just not worth it. He says, even if your parents have the money to pay for college, use it for something better – like buying yourself a franchise and learning something that will really help you establish yourself in the adult world.

The entrepreneurship bug will be in full force when Generation Z comes along. People will trade in a college degree for on-the-job learning. The result will be a smarter workforce and the end of universities as a patronage system for philosophers.
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Generation Z will not bother with false starts in the pursuit of happiness. They will be lifelong self-learners who take more personal responsibility for their ongoing education than any generation in history. I am not talking about graduate school here. I am talking about a more creative, independent way of learning that does not stop at college, but rather, picks up pace remarkably after college, when real experiential learning starts happening.

The question is, how do we get this lifelong learning bug now, as adults? 

1. When it comes to learning, keep your bar very high. At the cello camp I take my son to, his classes are about 80 percent Asian. We are at ground zero for the Tiger Mom. We are at a camp where six-year-olds play cello for five hours a day.

I am used to being the crazy, overbearing mom in the rural farm community where we live. I’m asked, “Why do you have to drive two hours to a music lesson? There’s a piano teacher in Darlington!” because I ignore the advice of my neighbors and I drive four hours round trip so my son can take lessons from a music professor at the University of Wisconsin.

2. Walk a narrow path so you can keep learning to jump off the path. But at cello camp I find that I’m the laid back, bar-is-low mom. My son plays ping-pong with little white girls in between classes. There is one soccer ball in the whole camp, and my son starts playing with it with the kid who was white, of course. And in group class, my son is the one who wants to try his own rhythms “just once I promise please please mom.”

At first I thought, I am in a race to keep up with the Asian parents.

But then I thought about Wesley Yang, the guy who recently wrote a controversial article in New York Magazine about why Asian families are obsessed with childhood achievement at the expense of social skills and creativity.

Yang wrote about the famously merit-based magnet high school, Stuyvesant, in New York City. There is no way to get in except to have high test scores. And while the Asian population in NYC is only 12 percent, the Asian student population at Stuyvesant is 72 percent. At Stuyvesant, the white kids who actually get in do less homework than the Asian kids do, but white kids do as well in school. But when those kids graduate from college, the Asians don’t do well in corporate America, because Asians are generally taught to follow rules, learn what’s on the test, and don’t make a scene: the exact wrong stuff to learn if you want to succeed in corporate America.

So then, what traits create a lifelong learner? I think it has to do with knowing oneself and knowing how to ask creative questions in areas of personal interest. And then I get scared being surrounded by Tiger moms. My kid has great social skills. No small feat in a family full of Aspergers. I want my son to be creative and fun. But I want him to have the self-discipline to reach goals he sets for himself.

There’s a great TED speech from Sir Ken Robinson that addresses just this topic: how to protect creative thinking from being squashed by adult institutions. I tell myself that my challenge at cello camp is the same challenge that I tell people they have at work: follow enough rules to be relevant, and foster enough creativity to bring joy and surprise to the things you do.

3. Learn by discovering what you care about, and not the other way around. “Learning doesn’t happen inside a box – schooling does – and these are two very different things,” says Nielsen. Her subversive opus The Teenager’s Guide to Opting Out Not Dropping Out explains why education ideas like unschooling and natural learning are great because they are student-directed. She says we should not divide learning by subject or location. Rather, the whole world is a learning environment, and the student learns by doing whatever he or she is interested in.

I wonder, is my son becoming a robot when I drag him to Suzuki camp for hours on end? Certainly he’d rather be playing video games. But he is developing opinions about his learning, which is part of the process of asking good questions. For example, he wants to play Witch’s Dance instead of Minuet 1. I let him. It’s against the rules of the Suziki Method to skip around, but I sneak it. And, anyway, his teacher at University of Wisconsin is not such a stickler for Suzuki rules.

But what I’m saying is that you can follow your passion within constraints. I don’t think lifelong learning is about turning on a dime, switching on a whim. I think it’s following old paths and layering them with new, internally generated questions. But you need to be on some sort of path to have a stable place to form a question.

4. Cater to your learning style. By the third day of camp, we are the only ones who have lost our nametags. This is probably better because we are also the only ones who are late. So maybe no one will know who we are.

But they do. Because I have a kid who is an EFJ. That’s not a typo – there are only three Myers-Briggs letters for kids under 12. (You can be obsessive with your kids, too. Here’s the test.) My kid is my personality type opposite. He loves people and people love him. (This is such an unlikely outcome from my ex and me that my ex has accused me of having had an affair.)

So my regular way of coping with lots of people is disappearing into the background, but that doesn’t work with him. His favorite way to learn is to be in a room full of people, charming everyone.

I threw a (minor) fit that his private lesson is not actually private – it’s with three other kids. In a group class like it, I would tune out because I don’t like groups. But he is totally happy, and I realize that as adults, we seldom do what my son is doing: learning by watching other people learn. 

5. Accept that lifelong learning is a huge time investment. In school, kids do not see their parents investing in lifelong learning. In fact, school teaches kids that adults do not belong in learning environments. In the Suzuki method, where the parent is the music teacher, I have no idea what I’m doing. I don’t play an instrument, I don’t read music, and my musical knowledge is about one month ahead of where my son’s is. So my son sees me in every single class, learning right alongside him.

The payoff is being able to get through the song without getting lost, which, like all good learning, is not really an end goal but just one more step down the path – in this case, the path to learning how to play in an orchestra.

6. Spend as much time unlearning as you do learning. I think a lot about what our adult learning needs to look like in order to succeed at work in the next ten years. We will be competing with Generation Z. We will have to learn as effectively as they learn. Alvin Toffler, a futurist, has the answer: “The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn and unlearn and relearn.” 

Starting over is a key to lifelong learning. Starting from that feeling of knowing nothing, over and over again, will eventually yield learning on a grand scale.

There’s a teacher’s institute within our camp program. I can’t help wondering: Why are the students mostly Asian, but the teachers in training are mostly white?

Maybe my lifelong learning will include unlearning stereotypes I am peppering throughout this chapter. It’s difficult to know what to unlearn. If you have a teacher who can tell you, she’s a keeper.

One of my son’s teachers at camp was the inimitable Amy Barston. She spent the first two days of class making him sit differently, hold the cello differently, and place his feet in a new spot. At the end of that second day, he wrote a note on the chalkboard:

amy uro grat techr
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“You get up every day to figure out how to challenge yourself. You interact with people on a daily basis in an effort to learn more about yourself and the world around you so you can make more meaningful connections. These are actually difficult things to do on a regular basis. But you’ll feel enormous freedom when you shed the chains of the pursuit of happiness and opt instead for the simplicity of engagement, of interestingness.” 

If you could see a movie of your life before you lived it, would you want to live it? Probably not. The thrill of living is that you don’t know what’s coming. In other words, uncertainty is what makes our lives fun.

Sure, it’s hard to see uncertainty in such a positive light when you are out of work, or when you feel like you’re flailing. But uncertainty is really another word for opportunity, and you can’t harness an opportunity until you recognize it’s there.

My first experience with severe uncertainty was my senior year of college. Not knowing what I was going to do with my life was too much for me to bear. I stopped going to classes and failed Intro to Sociology, which turned out to be a graduation requirement.

So I stayed in school for the summer, and during that time I learned to cope with ambiguity. I realized that the only way to lead an interesting life is to encounter uncertainty and make a choice. Otherwise, your life is not your own – it is a path someone else has chosen. Moments of uncertainty are when you create your life, when you become who you are.

When I finally did graduate from college, I went on to play professional beach volleyball. At the time I worried that the decision was crazy, and that I wouldn’t make the cut. But in the face of massive instability, beach volleyball seemed like a reasonable choice. Now that is one of the parts of my life I am most proud of.

Uncertainty does not end with the job hunt. Every new role we take means another round of instability. Even fifteen years after college, when I start a new job I am nervous. But now I remind myself that I am lucky to be nervous – because big opportunity and nervousness go hand in hand.

Today I live on a farm. It’s not what I envisioned for myself when I was starting adult life. I assumed I’d have a corporate job in a big city. I assumed that somehow, I would get to the top of some field. Because I see myself as a top performer. 

But I’m on a farm as a result of the process of defining what a top performer is to me. It’s not money, but interestingness. I want an interesting life where I surprise myself with what I can accomplish to such an extent that I can’t even see around corners to what’s coming next. 

I stepped down from Brazen Careerist, the company I founded, in order to try something new. I’m not sure what that is. But it will involve living on a farm. 

I took my kids out of school because I can see that learning is changing very quickly and you can’t keep up in the school system. I’m not sure what my family’s learning will look like, but it will be something we do together. 

My career path is unclear. But that’s the best way to have it. If you know where you’re going, every step of the way, then things aren’t interesting. Of course, if things are too interesting, you can’t support a family. The trick is to strike a balance of predictable enough income and interesting enough life. 

* * * * *

It used to be we had a midlife crisis. Then we had a quarterlife crisis. Now we have a constant crisis. Adults feel overwhelmed by the idea of of trying to construct a life that works. And the core of this problem is that the goal of happiness is feeling vacuous. It’s just hard to say that. It’s hard to say you are not trying to get what you were raised to get. It’s hard to say you are not playing the game you were taught in school – for twenty years – to play. 

One of the most difficult aspects of adult life is that we don’t know what’s coming. There is no sure safe path to reach our dream. But if there were, you can bet it would not be meaningful. If getting to the new American Dream were easy and surefooted, everyone would do it. And then it wouldn’t be a dream, it would be a given. 

For those of you who have no idea what to do next in your life, remember that uncertainty is what allows you to surprise yourself. If you could see each future step along the way, you’d never get the chance to be amazed at what you can do.

Some of you work for unstable companies. You do not need to create uncertainty; it is there every day that the company veers closer to layoffs. In this case, ambiguity is something to endure. But if you can focus in the face of instability, you are more likely to be able to leverage opportunity. 

If you’re stuck in your career, the only way to get unstuck is to create instability. Say to yourself, “Maybe I can change my approach, maybe I can find a new specialty.”

You get up every day to figure out how to challenge yourself. You interact with people on a daily basis in an effort to learn more about yourself and the world around you so you can make more meaningful connections. These are actually difficult things to do on a regular basis. But you’ll feel enormous freedom when you shed the chains of the pursuit of happiness and opt instead for the simplicity of engagement, of interestingness. 

As more of us embrace this shift, we’ll have a convergence of adult life and childhood where school is all about engagement and challenging oneself instead of teaching to tests, and work is about engagement and challenging oneself instead of chasing titles and money. The self-learning path will start young, with homeschooling, and continue seamlessly, throughout life, because career management will be about creating a self-learning adventure. 

That is the New American Dream. And the great thing about the dream is that it’s the struggle – the process – that gives your life meaning. Because that’s the part that is interesting. 
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