



This is the book for you if you are a student or young adult trying to figure out what to do with your life.
You want a career that fits you perfectly. A career where:

You look forward to going to work most of the time

You are extremely successful and productive because you are doing what comes naturally to you

Your work is a natural expression of your talents and personality, so you fit with your work like a duck fits in a pond

A day on the job leaves you feeling energized, not burned out

You are proud of what you do

Work often feels more like play

You are highly respected at work because you are so good at what you do

You do not have to pretend to be someone else at work

The environment you work in brings out your best efforts

You are on a winning team that is having a great time getting the job done
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Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?
—MARY OLIVER
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PART 1
How to Choose the Perfect Career




SECTION 1
The Hero’s Journey

You have just opened the last career book you’ll need. You may have some idea where you are going, or you may be completely clueless about your future. Either way, this book was written for you.
This book is about choosing the perfect career for you, a career where you wake up in the morning looking forward to the coming day, where you’re getting paid to do something you are really good at and very much enjoy.
You may have noticed that many people get up in the morning reluctantly. They get up because they have to, not because they want to. They hit the snooze button for a few more moments of oblivion before facing reality. They have to get up or terrible things will happen, like living under a bridge and pushing around a grocery cart with all their worldly possessions. They are slaves, wage slaves. They go to work because they have to, not because they want to. They are doing their best to get by in a life that is filled with struggle, toil, and trouble. You don’t want to wind up like them. And you don’t have to.
This book was written for a wide range of people and situations, basically people ages seventeen to thirty choosing their career direction for the first time. You may be a student or someone already out in the working world looking for the right direction. Whatever your situation, this guidebook can take you all the way to the point where you have decided on your future career.



CHAPTER 1
THIS IS AN ADVENTURE
Behold the turtle. He makes progress only when he sticks his neck out.
—James Bryant Conant


The greatest adventure is living life fully. What makes it such an extraordinary adventure is that it continues all through life, turning you into the main character in your own long and interesting novel. If you live your life fully day after day, you will never run out of enjoyable things to do. Since you will spend more of your life working than doing anything else, why not make your career part of your lifelong adventure? For most people, working is anything but interesting, enjoyable, rewarding, and fulfilling.
“We know that 55 percent of all U.S. employees are not engaged at work. They are basically in a holding pattern. They feel their capabilities aren’t being tapped into and utilized, and therefore they really don’t have a psychological connection to the organization,” says the Gallup Organization, the experts in large-scale surveys. I know, just another statistic, but what if you turn out to be part of that 55 percent? Here’s another statistic: only something like 30 percent of college-educated professionals say they like or love their work. The rest range from neutral to the deepest depths of career hell.
In the face of overwhelming (70 percent) odds that you will not land in the perfect career for you, you need expert coaching. This book will show you how to choose a career direction that fits you perfectly, a career that is not a compromise. I will supply the powerful and effective methods. You bring the commitment not to settle for anything less than spending your day in a career where you are successful, happy, and fulfilled—doing work you are proud to do, that is rewarding and challenging, with a big dose of self-expression, passion, fun, and the joy of making your dreams come true.
You may be still in school or you may have already experienced that slide from new-career delight to “Uh-oh, I have a bad feeling about this.” Wherever you are, this book will save you time, money (wasted in studying the wrong thing for you), and worry.
WHY BOTHER
I have been coaching people for more than twenty-five years—thousands of people who have been in the wrong career for only a few years or as long as thirty years. I’ve seen them “before” and “after.” I know the advantages of choosing a career that fits you perfectly.
Success
Success comes naturally when your career fits you well. Many people think they can guarantee their success by choosing a big-money career such as investment banking, medicine, or law. Money is definitely one way to measure success. Prestige is another.
Here’s the dirty little secret no one mentions: if you are not happy to hop out of bed in the morning to go to work, the money or prestige will never be enough. I have clients who make six or seven figures. They will tell you it’s not enough. It’s never enough. My clients have included stockbrokers, doctors, lawyers, Hollywood movie producers, and CEOs of various kinds. Engrave this on your mind: no matter how much money or prestige you earn, you are not successful if you are miserable or not fully engaged in your work.
On the other hand, if making a lot of money is important to you, you are much more likely to reach that goal if you pick a career that both fits your talents and holds the potential for above-average earnings. Being good at what you do, you compete more effectively in the marketplace. Enjoying what you do, you bring an appetite and enthusiasm to your work that usually pays off.
Enjoyment
Having a career that fits feels better. It’s as simple as that. When you’re young, however, several things can obscure how badly a career fits: new experiences and the fun of trying your wings provide excitement, helped by powerful hormones that lend a rock-and-roll edge to life. When the novelty and chemicals taper off, however, you’re left to your own devices. Watch the over-thirty crowd on their way to work. See how many look resigned, bored, angry, stressed, or sad. Contrast that with people whose eyes sparkle with pleasure, satisfaction, and interest in their work.
Personal Attractiveness
Speaking of eyes sparkling, being satisfied and fulfilled makes you more attractive to others. People love to be around people who glow with life, joy, and self-expression, whether or not they were born beautiful.
Good Relationships
Healthy people choose friends who make them feel good about themselves. They want friends who lift their spirits, who are fun to be around. Imagine, on the other hand, what it’s like to live with someone who comes home exhausted and unhappy at the end of each workday. To enjoy great relationships, live a great life.
Self-expression
We all have innate abilities that want expression in the world. When we express them, we are most likely to make a contribution. If we do not express them, we sense that something is missing. All creatures except human beings express themselves naturally. We human beings are the only critters who are smart enough to talk ourselves into the wrong careers.
Self-esteem
Self-esteem is the reputation you have with yourself. Self-esteem never hovers. It is either rising or falling, based mostly on what is occurring in your life. It usually rises when you win, when you are satisfied with yourself and the progress you are making in your life. It falls when you lose regularly, when life is a constant struggle, when your confidence is eroded, when you feel no connection between you and the world around you. Your work profoundly influences your self-esteem. People who change paths in midcareer nearly always report that their ill-fitting careers had damaged their self-esteem. Create a future you will be proud of, and your self-esteem will take care of itself.
Health and Vitality
Many scientific studies show that the wrong career can actually make you seriously ill. People under significant stress at work have more than double the average number of colds. Their compromised immune systems cannot defend against illnesses, even life-threatening ones such as cancer. New research also shows that a lot of stress at work makes people age faster and die younger. People whose work uses their talents fully live longer and enjoy better health and, as a result, more vitality and well-being in all aspects of their lives.
THIS IS AN ADVENTURE, NOT JUST A BOOK TO READ
You can write yourself into this book as the hero in your own life, on a quest, a high adventure to find a career you love. As with any great adventure, you don’t know how it will turn out, but you know there will be exhilarating moments, scary moments, and times when you want to turn back. That’s the nature of an adventure. You don’t go into the woods alone, however. Heroes have mentors to encourage them over the rough spots and a sidekick or two to offer moral support along the way. Start looking around for people who have your best interests at heart.
As the author of this book, I offer myself to you as a mentor. For more than twenty-five years I have scouted the woods of career choice. I know them like the back of my hand. Most important, I know where the pitfalls are.
Let’s say you and a group of friends gather in a clearing in the wilderness to play a game, the winners being the first people to find their way back to civilization. The game starts. Off you go. Now suppose that you are the only person playing who has a map. Everyone else just wanders around, trusting to luck, hoping for the best. Some of your fellow players are confident they will do well. Others have big doubts. None of that matters because they don’t have a map. You do. You have a huge advantage over your fellows who are just blindly bashing around in the woods. That’s half the battle. The other half is committed action. If you just stay in the clearing and study the map, you won’t win, no matter how good the map is. With a good map and committed action, you will win the game, which in this case means having career success and a life you love.
You and the Map
You are holding the map in your hands. I designed it specifically for you. Almost all career books and counselors are well-meaning but not capable of actually guiding you through the process of choosing the perfect career. Several years ago, frustrated because there was no really excellent career guidebook I could use with my career change clients, I wrote that book: The Pathfinder: How to Choose or Change Your Career for a Lifetime of Satisfaction and Success. It has been used by hundreds of thousands of people to design their careers and their lives. People like it because it works. Many people say it was the only book that got them to their career choice goal. But I wrote it mostly for midcareer people who are ready for a change, people who made a mistake early on and then want to correct it years later. This one is for you.
I am passionately committed to making sure that doesn’t happen to you. What I care about is your having a life you love. I’m not particularly interested in whether you like me or not, at least not enough to suck up to you. This is not a kids’ book. I promise you I will not pull any punches with you. I am almost certainly older than you, but I will not insult you by talking down to you or trying to sound “cool.”
This may not be the right book for you. This one was written for people who want to live an extraordinary life and are willing to kick their own butt in the direction of that goal until they get there. If that isn’t you, if you just want to dream about the future or complain about the present, then this book will only upset you.
I will suggest some other resources, other books, some additional testing of your talents, and so forth. But for the most part, this book is a complete guide. It won’t leave you stranded in the middle of the woods. It will guide you through to your goal, step by step.
This is not a book to just read. It is a guide to use, to keep nearby and refer to all the way through the process of choosing your direction. Don’t try to read it all now. Read the first few chapters and then decide how best to use it as the guide to creating a truly exceptional future for yourself.
Inquiry 1-1            WHAT DO YOU WANT?
Inside the front cover I said this book is for people who want certain things in their work life. Let’s take a look at which of those are important to you. Check all the statements that apply to what you want your life to be like. This inquiry is about what you really want, not about what you think you can achieve.

___ I enjoy going to work because what I do is interesting and challenging.

___ My work is a natural expression of my talents and personality.

___ Success comes easily to me because I am so good at what I do.

___ I am proud of what I do and enjoy telling other people about it.

___ Work is often so enjoyable it feels more like play.

___ I don’t have to pretend to be someone else at work because my personality suits my work.

___ I’m paid to make use of my own best and most natural forms of creative expression.

___ My work environment brings out my best efforts.

___ My job fits my most important values and allows me to fulfill my goals in terms of personal growth and achievement goals, income, stability, and so on.

___ I’m personally interested in what I do.

___ The result of my efforts makes a contribution that personally matters to me.

___ My job allows plenty of time for friends, family, and fun outside of work.

___ I like the people I work with.

___ I am on a winning team that is having a great time getting the job done.

___ A day on the job leaves me feeling energized, not burned out.

This book asks a lot of you! It will teach you to climb a tall mountain, one that requires more skill, dedication, and energy than anything you have done in your life. But the view from the top is worth the climb.



CHAPTER 2
REALITY 101
Don’t believe everything you think.
—Bumper sticker


We all get our notions of reality from some pretty unreliable sources: television, movies, our friends’ holding forth on life and love, and how we interpret what we think we see and hear. You’re going to have to do better than that if you want to make good choices. There are some things you need to know before you begin the journey of designing your future career. You need to take a hard look at what it’s really like out there and what obstacles you will face. If you don’t get clear about this stuff now, it will haunt you later. So let’s take a brief look at reality.
THE PLACE OF WORK IN YOUR LIFE
Of all you will do throughout the course of your life, you will work more than you do anything else, including sleep. The average American works nine hours a day and commutes a half hour each way. We’re up to ten hours already. Add another hour for making yourself presentable (a shower, sure, but factor in picking up your clothes from the cleaner, polishing your shoes, and all the rest). That adds up to eleven hours a day, every day, forever. If you decide to become a doctor, lawyer, or corporate executive, add another two hours a day. I’m basing these figures on the supposition you are doing work you like. If you work in a career that is stressful and ill-fitting, get ready to spend the rest of your waking hours trying to recover from your crappy workday.
Given that, how much time does that leave to do the stuff you really want to do? After the eleven hours occupied by work and getting ready for work, you have thirteen hours left. Subtract eight hours for sleep and you’re down to five. Subtract time for shopping, haircuts, clipping toenails, getting gas, finding your keys, visiting your tarot card reader, praying for help, cleaning up, washing the dog, helping your brother, mowing the lawn, answering your mother’s questions about the new person you are seeing, and all the hundreds of other things people have to do, and you are left with maybe a couple of hours to do what you want each day. Unless you decide to have kids, in which case forget about having any time at all for yourself.
Okay, let reality pour over you like a big bucket of ice water: most of your life will be spent working. Please, don’t jump off the roof yet. It’s bad news only if you hate your job. If you love your work, you will spend your life having a great time. If you decide to create your own future, a future of high-level fulfillment and success, you can truly have the kind of life you dream about. What if you could have the kind of life described in the following quote?
The master in the art of living draws no distinction between his work and his play, his labor and his leisure, his education and his recreation, his love and his religion. He hardly knows which is which. He simply pursues his vision of excellence through whatever he is doing and leaves it to others to determine whether he is working or playing. To himself, he is always doing both.
—Susan Fowler Woodring

How well your work fits affects every other part of your life. Everything in your life is related. Think about times when you are in an especially good mood. Doesn’t everything seem to turn out well? You find yourself singing in the shower, smelling the flowers. You can even forgive the cat for messing on your pillow. On the other hand, what about times when you’ve got the blues, when you are grouchy or bored? Nothing seems to go well, and even if it did, you wouldn’t enjoy it anyway. Since you spend more time working than doing anything else, how well your career fits has an enormous impact on your entire life.
WHAT IT’S REALLY LIKE OUT THERE
In the first chapter we briefly mentioned that only 30 percent of educated people like their work. What effect does their level of career satisfaction have on the rest of their lives, their confidence, their health, and their relationships? Check out the Career Satisfaction Chart on the next page, the result of a study we did at Rockport Institute. This isn’t some theoretical construct. This is reality. It is a description of the rest of your life depending on how well you design your future.
Notice how much workplace satisfaction affects the rest of life. There are rare exceptions, but we can say overall that the level of commitment and energy you are willing to give to choosing, preparing for, and working in a career that fits you perfectly will be paid back a thousandfold in the quality of all parts of your life.
[image: image]
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THE USUAL METHODS OF DECIDING DON’T WORK
Let’s suppose that out of all the times you took your car to the repair shop, 70 percent of the time it came back still broken. Would you say the people at the garage knew what they were doing? Of course not. So if 70 percent of educated people are not enthusiastic about the work they do, that’s the measure of how well the standard, old-fashioned career-choosing methods work. The bottom line: you are unlikely to have a life you love or live up to your full potential if you follow the standard methods.
You’ve got to give up the trusting, passive attitude some of your friends have. They think the common, everyday methods nearly everyone uses to pick their future direction will help them make good choices leading to a fulfilling life. Well, think again, dude and dudette. It isn’t going to happen. That’s the best way to make sure you spend your life doing something that doesn’t fit.
The everyday method goes something like this. During your last years of high school, your parents and your guidance counselor ask you to “start thinking about what you may want to do.” You, having no experience in this sort of thing, may come up with some possible careers, or you may not. The ideas most people come up with at this point are based on almost no evidence and not enough self-knowledge to think of anything suitable. Often their ideas are based on what seems cool at the time. You would be amazed at how many lawyers decide on their careers because of some movie or TV show, which bears no resemblance to the real practice of law. No wonder so many hate their jobs.
In college, you find yourself faced with choosing a major without much more clarity than you had in high school. By the time you reach the head of the line you have to decide, so you do.
THE TRUTH ABOUT COLLEGE
At college graduation, the real speech should be: “Congratulations! Most of you have just spent four years and a small fortune studying something you will never use or, if you do use it, you will hate. Have a nice life.”
Most educated adults work in jobs that have nothing to do with what they studied in college. Many others who do work in their area of study dislike it but stick it out. Either way, college becomes a big waste of time, effort, and money. Don’t rely on most college career centers to guide you in choosing a career direction. Some are very good at helping you learn how to job-hunt, write a resume, interview, and so forth. But what’s the use of learning how to land a job in a field that’s wrong for you? To make sure you don’t wind up like so many of these students, make full use of the tools in this book to point yourself in the right direction. Then you will find it much easier to pick the best major—a major that leads to a career you will love.
After twenty-five years, I can say without hesitation that the single most critical element in career satisfaction—and the element colleges could address but don’t—is the match between your innate abilities and the functions you perform at work each day, every day. When I say “innate abilities,” I mean that complex combination of talents, abilities, and aptitudes that makes each of us naturally gifted at certain activities and less gifted at others. This goes way beyond personality and interests. Let’s take a closer look at this critical area.
Your innate abilities make you a unique individual. People who are both very successful and satisfied with their careers nearly always have found a way to combine these abilities so that they are using them all day long in their work. They are doing what comes naturally. Understanding your own natural gifts and abilities is obviously one of the most important things you need to do in order to pick the perfect career.
You probably know much less about these abilities of yours than you think. Everything you know about what you do naturally well is based on experiences in the past, heavily colored by what people have told you all your life, the culture you were raised in, your beliefs about yourself, and a lot of other things. Using solid knowledge about your natural talents rather than ideas about yourself may mean the difference between success and failure, between a life of fulfillment and one of suffering. The question is where to acquire such knowledge.
You can go through a testing process that uncovers all these abilities and teaches you how they work, how they fit together, and which careers might suit you best. Most colleges don’t provide this kind of testing. If you ask them if they have career testing, they may say yes because they mistakenly think that testing personality and interests provides all that’s necessary. That’s like your doctor’s saying he has a stethoscope, so he doesn’t need to see X-rays of your broken leg. (Actually, given the testing sophistication of colleges, it’s more like his saying, “What’s an X-ray?”)
People who raise puppies for search and rescue, as guide dogs for the blind, and for other demanding doggy professions put puppies through a series of eleven puppy aptitude tests that sort out which dogs excel at those functions and which would make better family pets. They care about the dogs’ success. They want the dog to match its owner so that both are happy and get what is best for them. I find this a troubling question: which group offers more guidance for the youngsters they are supposedly helping to train and educate to succeed, colleges or dog breeders?
For the most part, colleges don’t care if you are not naturally talented in whatever career your major is supposed to prepare you for. They would let a duck major in piano without a single word of caution. They will rarely make it clear to the person considering majoring in Polynesian philosophy that there are no jobs in that field. They are not going to help you figure out what to do with your life. I am deeply sorry to say that it’s going to be completely up to you to figure out what field to study. If you are reading this book as a part of a career choice process or class at your school, consider yourself fortunate: Your school is way ahead of the curve in being accountable for useful guidance. Most of you will have to do it without their help.
Want to start a revolution? Raise hell with your school about its low level of commitment to its students’ lives and futures. Make the school take responsibility for initiating career guidance that works!
PARENTS
What about parents? Your parents love you and want the best for you, but they have no training in career coaching. If you were a passenger in a little airplane and the pilot suddenly died, would you call your parents to guide you through landing the plane? Of course not. If they are wise, they support you as you figure out how to make a great choice yourself. Maybe they even bought you this book. But they also have certain hopes and wishes apart from your concerns.
Every human has his own personal agenda built into his point of view. All parents are human. They are going to have more bragging rights if you become a famous brain surgeon instead of a taxidermist who specializes in stuffing mice in ferocious poses.
Your parents want life to turn out well for you. They also have had years of practice telling you what to do. So naturally they want to offer all sorts of counsel and advice. Listen to what they say—it might be wonderfully wise—but at the end of the day you are the one who has to live your life in your skin. Part of growing up includes learning to separate your own voice from the voices of your parents. This project, choosing your life’s direction, is a good time to do that. This is something you have to do yourself. It is your life, and it’s your choice.
YOURSELF
Should you trust yourself to make the best choices? The answer is both yes and no. You may know just enough about yourself, the world around you, and how the two may fit together to be a dangerous influence on yourself. Without much experience, mistaken ideas may interfere with good judgment. A friend of mine has the perfect natural talents and personality to be a doctor. She grew up wanting to be a doctor. Her sister is a doctor. But then she read a book by Dr. Christian Barnard, the guy who did the world’s first heart transplant surgery. She says he talked about how he took strays home from the dog pound and performed heart transplants on these cute doggies in his garage. This grossed her out so much that she decided she didn’t want to be a doctor after all. Does this make sense? Not really. There isn’t any real connection between Dr. Barnard’s autobiography and the actual practice of medicine. We all think in this slightly twisted way without knowing it. We all make inaccurate assumptions and decisions based on too little knowledge.
Then again, only you can make these decisions for your future. You can do it well, even brilliantly, if you know how to go about it. The first step, however, is to acknowledge that you don’t have a clue about how to have a life you love. The truth will set you free, but first it very likely will piss you off. Face this and you are free from the illusions that hamper discovery. If you can admit you don’t know, then you can learn. Then you can become more skilled at planning and directing your life than most of the people you know.
You’ve got to jump off cliffs all the time and build your wings on the way down.
—Ray Bradbury

SKIMP NOW, PAY LATER
Choosing work that will give you a successful and satisfying life involves taking on a major project, most likely the biggest and most important project you have ever done. That doesn’t mean it has to be difficult. It doesn’t have to be solemn. If someone gave you $10,000 and said you had to spend it all on a two-week vacation, think how much you would enjoy figuring out where to go and what to do. That’s essentially what you will be doing in designing your career, except it’s not a vacation we’re talking about—it’s your entire life, and nobody is going to give you $10,000. So enjoy this project. Get excited about it. And go all the way. Do it fully, as if your life depended on it. It does. Life is too short to have the wrong career. If you do not choose wisely in the beginning, you will pay later.
How difficult is it to design a career that fits you perfectly? Do you remember a college course that you enjoyed yet was challenging and a lot of work? It will take at least that amount of work and energy to do this well. Plus it will take extensive research. Unfortunately, there is no quick and easy way to do this that actually works. The quicker and easier the method, the less likely you will have a life you love and the kind of success and fulfillment you want. There are plenty of books that provide a quick and easy approach. This isn’t one of them.
Doing it the right way only looks like a lot of effort because of how little energy your friends put into deciding what to do with their lives. Most people spend more time deciding which house or car to buy than they do choosing their career. You get what you give.
Too often we enjoy the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of thought.
—John F. Kennedy

HOW COME SOME PEOPLE PICK THE RIGHT CAREER WITHOUT ALL THIS EXPLORATION?
One well-known professional female bassoonist, when asked why she had chosen that instrument, said that when the school music teacher asked who wanted to play the bassoon, she raised her hand because she thought the teacher had asked who wanted to play the kazoo. She was too embarrassed to admit she didn’t know what a bassoon was, so she learned it and found she not only liked it but was very good at it. Like her, some folks are just lucky. Other people have a knack for knowing what will fit them well. Neither of these is likely to apply to you. The odds are overwhelmingly against it. So, here’s the bottom line: The cavalry isn’t coming. Nobody is going to rescue you or do this for you. You are going to have to find a way to do it yourself. The good news is that you are the only person who can make the best choice for yourself. How? Read on.
Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is a daring adventure or nothing.
—Helen Keller




CHAPTER 3
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Please read this very important note: The first principle in using this book is not to believe anything I tell you! Don’t believe what other people tell you either. Sometimes you would be wise to question what you tell yourself. In order to make any decision about your future, you’ve got to see it with your own eyes, feel it in your bones, know it through your own thinking, and research it after having checked it out with many other resources. Everything in this book is just one man’s opinion, not the truth.
COACHING
If you always do what you’ve always done, then you’ll always get what you’ve always got.
—Sign on convenience-store cash register

In this book I will serve as a mentor and guide. A more apt designation might be “coach.” If you aim to compete in the Olympics, for example, you need a coach to provide expertise, support, and encouragement. Without a great coach, forget it. You don’t know enough, for one thing. Plus, to paraphrase Tom Landry, former coach of the Dallas Cowboys, a coach’s job is to get you to do what you don’t want to do so you can be the kind of player you always wanted to be.
If you take on a coaching relationship, whether in some athletic endeavor or in anything else, the best way to get results is to follow the instructions. That’s called being coachable. How coachable you are remains to be seen. In the film The Karate Kid, the coach, Mr. Miyagi, has the kid wax a yard full of cars (“wax on, wax off”). The kid’s mental resistance is massive. He has big doubts. He wonders if the coach is manipulating him, using him. But he waxes the cars anyway, because his commitment is bigger than his doubts. And that’s when he first enters the arena of being committed and coachable. If you haven’t seen this movie, or if you don’t have a really vivid memory of this scene, please watch it now. Put this book down immediately and come back after you have seen it.
YOUR COACH
Before taking anyone on as your coach, you should know a lot about that person. Otherwise, how can you trust your guide when your mind is telling you there’s no relationship between wax and karate?
My name is Nick Lore. When I was your age, it was the 1960s, and I lived in Greenwich Village, which in that short moment in time was the center of one of the greatest explosions of new possibilities and music in human history. My fellow Villagers were people such as Jimi Hendrix and Bob Dylan. Some of my closest friends had become rock stars, successful writers, scientists, and entrepreneurs. I was sure I wasn’t going to be a rock star (not enough talent and no desire), but when it came to my future career, I wasn’t too sure of much else. Since I had no idea what to do with my life, I just did what seemed like a good idea at the time.
My first job was as a paperboy at age eleven. Later on I was a lead singer and rhythm guitarist, then a researcher in psychology, then later still a CEO and an entrepreneur. I wound up living on the coast of Maine participating in the formative days of the green revolution, teaching organic farming and running an energy conservation company. After a while it became just as boring and repetitive as all my previous jobs. My office looked out over a beautiful harbor. I had great people working for me. But still, every day I watched the hands of the clock and hoped they would move a little faster toward quitting time, so I could get out of there and begin my real life. Eventually, I tried to find a career counselor to help me figure out what to do with my life. I was shocked to discover that their methods were so old-fashioned as to be completely useless. After working with one of my mentors, the great futurist R. Buckminster Fuller (the fellow who designed the big, spherical dome at Epcot Center), I decided to dedicate my life to reinventing the field of career counseling, to create ways people could choose careers they love.
In 1981, I founded Rockport Institute (www.rockportinstitute.com), an organization dedicated to helping people like you make the best possible career decisions and to creating powerful and effective methods to make that possible. Over the years we have helped many thousands of clients choose the perfect career—more, I think, than any other organization in human history. I created the profession and the term “career coaching.” In old-fashioned career counseling, a counselor gave you some tests and advised you on what careers might fit you. Primitive stuff, totally ineffective, and still how it is done in most college career centers. I based career coaching on the model of athletic coaching: clients (that’s you) are the players on the field, doing the work, progressing toward the goal of choosing a fitting career, while the coach makes sure they get there.
I wrote this book for you, with a lot of help from many friends your age. But reading a book and having good coaching are just two pieces of a bigger pie. The biggest, most important piece is your commitment. You have to decide to take this on, to make a project out of making sure you wind up with a great career and a life you love.
This isn’t one of those start-at-the-beginning-and-go-until-the-end books. It is a guide, so there may be parts you read multiple times and others you don’t read at all. It is actually two books in one.
PART 1: HOW TO CHOOSE THE PERFECT CAREER
“How to Choose the Perfect Career” is similar to the manual your flight instructor would give you if you wanted to learn to fly. It contains most of what you need to master to be successful in choosing your future career. Like a student pilot, you may wonder, “Why do I have to go through the pilot’s flight manual? Why can’t I just do the flying part, up in the air?” Like me, your flight instructor would answer, “Because you would crash and burn.” It is not about doing what is entertaining or feels good. It is 100 percent about doing what works, what keeps the plane in the air, no matter what. Here’s what is in Part 1:

• Why only 10 percent of your friends will wind up in careers they love. The traditional methods most of us use to choose what to do with our lives are useless, incapable of guiding you to your goal—that is, if your goal is to have a career that gives you a life you love.

• What makes a career fit perfectly? What are the important pieces of the puzzle? If you know what makes a career fit, you can design one that fits you. If you don’t, you can’t.

• How to move a project from beginning to end with power. Career design is a big project, possibly the biggest project you have ever taken on, and one of the most important ones you will ever undertake. Having mastery in working projects from an idea to a final, successful completion is a skill that gives you enormous power to have the kind of life you most want to live.

• How to design the perfect career. Einstein said, “Make everything as simple as possible, but not simpler.” That’s the goal of this book. This stuff isn’t simple, and it demands more of you than people usually put into career choice. The best-selling student pilot’s flight manual is 440 pages, and if you want to fly, you’ve got to nail most of it. Luckily for you, the first part of this book is much shorter.

• How to deal with obstacles that keep people from having what they want. A flight manual will tell you things like “Do your preflight inspection carefully” and “Don’t fly under bridges.” This book does the same thing in preparing you to succeed in this project. You will understand just what obstacles you face and how to deal with them.

• How to get what you want. Everyone wants to have more skill at getting what they want. Now you will.

• How to put the pieces together and make the final decision. Yes!

PART 2: THE CAREER DESIGN TOOLKIT
In this part you actually get the plane up in the air and do some flying. “The Career Design Toolkit” provides inquiries and exercises that give you new ways to look into every important aspect of yourself that you will use to design the perfect career. These exercises allow you to take your own measure the way a custom tailor does to ensure that a suit fits perfectly. Over the course of several chapters, you investigate three major areas:

• Who you are. What are your natural talents and important personality characteristics?

• Why you work. Nobody wants to spend his or her life doing meaningless work. This part of the book explores the importance of doing work where you enjoy the subject matter or feel you are making some special contribution.

• Where you work. Would you be at your best in a busy, competitive environment or a laid-back, cooperative, low-stress place? Find out what environment would be the perfect fit for you.
Once you’ve narrowed down the who, why, and where, this book will help you explore possible careers and narrow them down to a final choice. There is also a third part, the Career Finder—a systematic way of identifying some careers that fit your talents and personality.
USE THIS BOOK IN A WAY THAT WORKS FOR YOU
When we coach clients through designing their careers at Rockport Institute, we custom-design the process for each individual. People think, learn, and decide differently; plus, they all begin the program at different stages of their life’s journey. Maybe you don’t usually think much about your unique qualities, or maybe you have thought about them quite a bit. You may learn best by doing rather than through “book learning,” or you may read everything you can find before venturing out. You may be facing this issue seriously for the first time, or you may have already made some career decisions. You may feel you can take your time, or you may feel an urgency to decide soon because, for you, college is a trade school where you need to learn a specific discipline in depth. The best way for you to design your future career won’t match the best way for another person.
At Rockport, we are constantly experimenting to create new and better ways to help people design their lives. To ensure you have access to our latest techniques, and to keep this book from being five hundred pages long, you can find recommendations at www.rockportinstitute.com for applying the tools in this book to your own specific personality and situation. You may not need to do all the inquiries in Part 2.
If for some reason that doesn’t work for you, here is a generic method that can work for many people: Read and do Part 1 of this book, “How to Choose the Perfect Career.” Don’t do the inquiries. Just read. Then come back and reread the parts that you think are most applicable to you and your own unique situation. Make sure you really understand the career design process. Then move on to Part 2, “The Career Design Toolkit,” and begin to do the inquiries. As you do these exercises, you will generate clues about important elements of your future career. Work these clues like a detective. Keep working them until you can decide whether or not a specific clue will definitely be an important element of your future career. Keep turning clues into commitments.
WHAT DO I NEED BESIDES THIS BOOK?
I have done my best to include everything you could possibly need to go through the process of choosing your future career. The one thing no book can do is test and assess your natural abilities. The single most critical part of choosing a career is matching it to your talents and personality. (When we say each person is a unique individual, we’re not talking about your purple Mohawk.) Each of us is born with a unique profile of natural gifts and personality traits, the gift of our ancestors transmitted to us through DNA. Knowing the hand dealt to you by Mother Nature is extremely useful in making the best possible career decisions. People who report both success and fulfillment in their work have an elegant and complete fit between their natural abilities and what they do all day.
You can access all the other pieces of the puzzle through the exercises in this book. Chapter 16 of this book, “Natural Talents,” helps you evaluate your natural talents. If you are able to get absolutely crystal clear about them through the inquiries in that section, terrific. That may be all you need. I would be less than honest to say that this section of the book works as well as high-quality testing. Programs that test you and teach you how to understand and combine your natural abilities are very different, and much more powerful, than the kinds of self-assessment tests you may have done in school, with a career counselor, or online. Good abilities testing can give you a definite edge in making an excellent career decision.
Natural talents and abilities testing is such a powerful tool that we use it with all of our career decision-making clients. Time after time, clients express amazement that they can learn so much about themselves from a series of tests. People making a first-time career choice say that they finally understand which careers would fit them best and why. This kind of testing is not cheap. A good testing program can cost $500 to $600, but given what people spend to go through college—and then to go back to college after their first career doesn’t work out—it is well worth the cost.
A young woman called us a few years ago who said she had a master’s degree in English but didn’t want to teach. Before I could respond, she said that after the master’s, she had gone to law school. (Oh, I thought, another lawyer.) But no. She said she had a law degree but decided she didn’t want to take the bar, and she was now completing an acupuncture certificate. She took a breath and dropped the final bomb: she now realized she didn’t want to practice acupuncture either, and she was $80,000 in debt. After that, I stopped being shy about telling people about testing for fear that they would think I was trying to talk money out of their pockets.
The only reason people try to decide on their career by themselves is that they have always done it that way. It is a cultural habit. A century ago, there were only about a hundred different careers. Now there are more like ten thousand. In the old days, people didn’t expect to like their work. They just wanted to make a good living. Now that we want satisfaction and the highest possible level of success, making the best choice takes more than a good guess. If you broke your arm, you wouldn’t set it yourself. You would find a doctor. If you were sued, you wouldn’t defend yourself. You would hire a lawyer. If you want to know more about getting your natural abilities tested, you can find contact information in the back of the book. Rockport offers testing programs worldwide. Many of our affiliates and various other organizations also offer this kind of testing program. Find us at www.rockportinstitute.com, and call or write for more information and sources.
Various organizations, including Rockport Institute, also have programs that personally coach clients through the career design process. This is the best possible way to design your future. Every college and university should offer this sort of program. We’re encouraging them to do so, but so far most schools have not taken up the challenge of helping their students choose their life’s direction. This book may be all you need. But I suggest that, if possible, you do natural ability testing or take an in-depth career design program. Here’s a list of different approaches you might select to take you through the career choice process, listed from most effective to least effective.

• A complete, coached career choice program such as the Rockport Career Design Program, or a similar program with natural-talent testing, using this book and a couple of others as reading material.

• An in-depth, practical college course in career design including natural-talent testing and this book or an equivalent as the text, or a similar intensive career design program by an enlightened college career center.

• Natural talent testing with this book or an equivalent as your career coach.

• A group of friends supporting each other and meeting regularly to work through this book. (Dialogue is always better than monologue.)

• Using this book on your own.

• Making use of a career counselor using traditional methods.

• A typical college career center.

• Dive into some career that seems like a good idea now.

• Flip a coin.

I know you thought you’d just pony up a few bucks to buy this book and that would be the end of it. But after creating the field of career coaching and working with more than twelve thousand career clients, I can tell you for sure that, like everything else in life, you get the best results with the best methods.
Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do.
—Mark Twain
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NEGATIVE Goes to work because forced
by circumstances to do so; actively dis-
likes significant parts of job; daily routine
marked by struggle, suffering, clock-
watching, resentment, resignation; areas
of life other than work may be satisfying:
work either doesn't use abilities fully or
requires talents not possessed; may be
clash between personality or values and
environment; complains about job; fear of
job loss; may actively attempt to improve
lot; may accept some personal responsi-
bility for the situation.

Even though other areas of life may be
healthy, career stress usually has nega-
tive effect on relationships, health, and
longevity. May spend considerable por-
tion of spare time recovering from work.
Some erosion of selfesteem contributes
1o resignation or feelings of powerless-
ness in other areas.

Destructive to the workplace. Even if
lack of satisfaction is hidden, it spreads
to other employees; contributions, even
when well meant, are outweighed by lia-
bilities; is not really effective because
usually wants to be somewhere else;
motivated by need rather than choice.
Needs supervision to produce consis-
tent high-quality results.

CAREER HELL Work is a constant strug-
gle, takes an act of will to go to work each
day; strong sense of resentment, deep
suffering; major clash between talents or
personality or values and requirements of
the job; symptoms similar to people be-
tween 2 and 4 on this scale except that
here the dissatisfactions are more intense
and the person feels completely trapped:
each day at work erodes selfesteem; pro-
found negative effect on other areas of
life.

Because work is so enervating, little
psychological room to do more than sur-
vive; reduced capacity to support others;
difficulty in maintaining healthy rela-
tionships; marked hostility or resigna-
tion toward workplace; life shortened
by several years; diminished immune
system.

Dangerous and very destructive to envi-
ronment; liability to self, others, and
workplace; resistance (may be passive)
to  supervision, poor concentration,
agenda is always at odds with organiza-
tion’s purpose; feels vindicated by the
failure of others; completely untrust-
worthy; actively enrolls others in own
agenda. Needs constant watching.
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