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To My First Three Mentors:

My mom, who taught, nurtured, guided, and grounded me

My dad, who taught me there is no such word as can’t

My brother, who taught me when things get tough, get tougher




Introduction

I was upside down on a roller coaster when I decided to write this book.

It was March 2022. Along with other top executives at NBCUniversal, the company where I’ve worked in some capacity for the last three decades, I was in Orlando for the annual top management meeting.

We were all “relaxing” at Universal’s Islands of Adventure theme park when the head of business affairs and operations dared me to ride the park’s new Jurassic World VelociCoaster. For better or worse, I have a hard time saying no to a dare. The ride went about as smoothly as you might expect, zooming on a seventy-mile-per-hour roller coaster with four loops and a 155-foot drop amid animatronic dinosaurs. The souvenir photo of me says it all: My hair is everywhere, my cheeks look like a skydiver’s, and the horrified expression on my face can only be summed up as “What the hell am I doing?”

But while I was hanging upside down, that’s not what I was thinking. Speeding through prehistoric caves and soaring past screeching dinosaurs, the central thought on my mind was: There are a lot of men on this ride, happily screaming, laughing, and embracing the thrills and chills. Where are all the women?

The more I thought about it, though, the more I realized that there’s a glaring misconception about women that says we have to take ourselves very seriously if we want others to take us seriously. It’s a misconception that says we’ll only be effective and respected leaders—or become them—if we stay in our lane, refrain from mixing work with play, and, most of all, avoid embracing the ups and downs of riding the metaphorical roller coaster in our professional lives. My seventy-plus years of life experience have taught me the exact opposite. Taking risks, having fun, letting your hair down, putting yourself out there, and being a genuine part of the team that you lead… Those things don’t make weak leaders. They make great ones.

As I walked off that ride, I started thinking about all the misconceptions—and lies—that women are told at work. And once I started, I couldn’t stop.

At every rung of the professional ladder, whether you are new to the work world, on the cusp of a first promotion, or on the path to a top job, there are too many “rules” rooted in pithy dictums, mantras, and maxims that too many people—and too many women—continue to believe. They sound nice. They roll off the tongue. They seem like an easy enough script to follow, and they feel like a time-tested playbook.

In theory, they might make sense. In practice, though, they’re a dangerous (and dangerously clichéd) instruction manual for the modern workplace and world.

That’s why I wrote this book: to call bullshit on these clichés. Some of this traditional “advice” is relatively harmless, like the piece that tells you not to have fun at work, to forgo the chance to scream and laugh your way through three minutes on a roller coaster. But most of it isn’t. In ways big and small, it’s holding women back. Taken together, it helps explain why, for every female leader who exists in any industry, there are a thousand women who didn’t make it. (Hint: It’s not because they didn’t “lean in” far enough.)

Of course, this isn’t to discount the sexism—both subtle and flagrant—that still pervades most industries and still undermines women. Trust me, as a woman working in corporate America, I know the problem well. But the idea that it’s all sexism? Well, that’s bullshit, too.

What’s needed in today’s work world isn’t empty mottos, impossible promises, yet another aphorism, or a set of ten one-size-fits-all corporate commandments that don’t actually fit any of us. We just need someone to tell us the truth, even when it hurts, and help us filter out the rest.

In a way, my own work life has made me uniquely qualified to do just that. From the 1970s on, I’ve been behind the scenes of some of the most pivotal moments and movements in television history, taking us from the beginnings of cable TV to today’s watch-anywhere multimedia. Working in entertainment has given me some very colorful stories, but what I have learned in a volatile and evolving industry applies across professional life, whether you are in an established corporation, an indie startup, or anything in between.

From my first “production assistant” job in Boston public television, where I literally had to clean up after a kids’ show’s shaggy canine star (who also earned a lot more than me), I’ve survived, occasionally face-planted, and ultimately thrived in one of the most competitive and unforgiving industries—media and entertainment. (At one point, 129 million Americans tuned in every week to watch channels that I ran.)

I was the woman, believe it or not, who helped transform WWE and professional wrestling from a niche sport into a male soap opera. A few years afterward, I posed to Steven Spielberg that he’d cast the wrong child actress for his new show, Taken, and suggested we go with a ten-year-old named Dakota Fanning instead. I even helped the Kardashians make their mark on America. I’m also accountable for hiring a relatively unknown American actress to star in a legal drama that we were about to start filming in Canada. Meghan would go on to become British royalty, while the show, Suits, is presently experiencing its own second act as a top ten global hit on Netflix.

My most recent work is playing catch-up in the streaming world for NBCUniversal, overseeing the launch of Peacock, where Yellowstone, Vanderpump Rules, The Office, and Top Chef now live. In the 1990s I created the award-winning “Erase the Hate” campaign to combat all forms of discrimination. Today, that effort is needed more than ever.

I’ve been called the Queen of Cable. And in a victory for irony, I’ve also been named the most powerful woman in Hollywood—all without ever heeding my multiple bosses’ many pleas to move to California. I’m not above selling a good, feel-good story to people, even if it’s unrealistic. You could argue I’ve made a living doing just that. (Even the stuff labeled “reality TV.”) I know firsthand that there’s tremendous value in telling stories that portray a different world from the one we live in… but not when it comes to our careers.

Sometimes, we just need the facts. We just need reality, without the quotation marks. We just need the truth. That’s what this book is: the honest and unfiltered truth. Because too much of what women are told at work—“follow your dreams,” “know your worth,” “fake it ’til you make it,” “trust your gut,” “you can have it all,” “don’t mix work with play,” and so many more—is a lie.

I see it every day. I’ve been mentoring women since I first got started in television—from the all-women team of producers I led back at the Boston morning show Good Day! in my early thirties to the Women’s Leadership Masterclass program that I have run at NBCUniversal. A big part of my job is explaining why the script that women have been spoon-fed into believing we should follow is failing them, and then teaching them how to flip it. Now I hope to inspire working women everywhere—in any industry, at any stage of their careers. Consider this book the pocket-sized, portable mentor you didn’t know you needed… or maybe the one you’ve been desperate for.

Chapter by chapter, I’ll explore the lies we’ve been told. I’ll explain what the truth really is, using research, real-life anecdotes, and plain common sense. I’ll describe the life experiences that led me to my perspective. And then I’ll help you “nail it,” pun intended, with easily digestible, usable, and shareable advice.

The chapters are loosely organized around three different stages of our work lives, from those who are just starting out, to anyone who wants to stand out in a shifting role or new field, to someone who is stepping up to embrace greater responsibilities. But the advice within them is applicable to anyone in the work world, at any stage—from executive assistant to C-suite executive and every role in between.

A disclaimer before we get started: If you’re looking for another magical mantra to follow, one that promises to get you to your dream destination in half the time while barely breaking a sweat, you’ll probably be disappointed. After all, every career is a journey—and the journey is almost never straightforward. There’s no shortcut or silver bullet. But that’s what makes it so rewarding.

My goal is to help you enjoy the hell out of the ride… just like I did on the VelociCoaster.






part one STARTING OUT

HOW TO OWN YOUR FUTURE


	Recognize when dreams hold you back

	Realize your worth is ever-changing

	Know what makes the best mentors

	Use your outside to reflect your inside

	Understand what it means to “have it all”










1. Follow Your Dreams / Follow The Opportunities


What We’re Told: “Follow your dreams.”

It’s the first piece of advice most of us are ever given: as kids in the classroom, as students on campus, as graduates preparing to enter the workforce, and as working adults. We are told that jobs are for pursuing passions, not just paychecks. If we do what we love, money and success will follow. If we love what we do, we’ll never work a day in our lives. And the corollary to all that dreaminess? If we don’t find employment doing whatever we find most fulfilling, we’re somehow failures.



The Truth: “Follow the opportunities.”

We don’t have to follow our dreams to end up with our dream jobs. In fact, I’d argue the opposite. When it comes to careers, “follow your dreams” can be nightmare advice. That’s because most of us enter the working world without knowing what those dreams are.

We might think we do. We might even feel certain of them. After all, Americans are spoon-fed a diet high in dreams. They’re the cornerstone of our cultural canon, the basis of fairy tales, superhero stories, and countless Disney and DreamWorks movies. And they aren’t just relegated to fiction and fantasy. Phrases like “I’m living the dream,” “It’s a dream come true,” “The man (or woman) of my dreams,” and “Beyond my wildest dreams” are part of our lexicon. Athletes say these words in post-game interviews after winning big and making it to the finals. Actors repeat them in acceptance speeches as they clutch a shiny statuette. Even contestants on dating shows utter them after receiving a rose and surviving for another week.

From our youngest years, we are asked about our career dreams: “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Obviously, we have no experience at being anything other than a kid. So why not aspire to be a pro athlete or a pop star?

As we get older and prepare to enter the workplace, some of us still hold on to our childhood or teenage dreams, or we find new ones. Certainly, we are more mature and thoughtful at age twenty-two than we were at age five or fifteen. The sources influencing us are likely to be more logical: our favorite course in college, the recruiter we talked to at an on-campus career fair, or a summer internship that stimulated us intellectually or socially. But like our younger selves, we’re still picking from a grab bag of options largely chosen for us by others or offered from limited experiences.

Even if we have a better understanding of what work is, our understanding of who we are is still limited. Consequently, most of us don’t have a clear idea of what we truly want to be when we grow up—especially not at the start of our careers. And that’s a cause for celebration! The point of living is to learn as we go (and grow). That should be the point of working, too: to try new things, to meet different people, to understand ourselves better—what we like and what we can’t stand, what excites us and what bores us, what fills us with joy on a Monday morning and what fills us with dread on a Sunday night. We spend a third of our lives on the job. It just makes sense that whatever we fantasized about doing while dozing off in Econ 101 probably isn’t what we’ll want to be doing thirty years later.

But instead of understanding how lucky this makes us, how much freedom we have, all too often we just feel lost. Because we’ve been taught to find direction in our dreams—that they should be like a North Star to guide us. We may feel envious of people who seem to have a fixed dream to follow to help them on their way.

Here’s the thing: Professional dreams can be incredibly limiting. When we enter the workplace convinced that we already know what we want to do—and are committed to doing it at all costs—what we’re saying, in essence, is that there’s nothing left for us to learn or be curious about, nothing that could change our minds, nothing else that would make us happier or more fulfilled. We’re saying that even though our careers are only just beginning, we already know what we want out of them. With that mindset, we risk sleepwalking through life and hitting snooze on a host of bigger, better opportunities that come our way, opportunities that we never could have dreamed up.

Just like we can’t be what we can’t see, we can’t dream what we don’t know. So, at any one time, our wants and wishes for the future have a near-infinite number of blind spots. They include every industry we haven’t yet worked in, every company we haven’t yet encountered, and every job we haven’t tried doing ourselves.

The world of “I don’t know” is big and always getting bigger. New industries emerge all the time. New companies launch every day. The newer they are, the less likely we are to know about them. Even if we do, the more entrenched we are in our dreams, the less likely we are to want to step foot on unfamiliar territory. Instead, we live in the comfort of a decision we made years ago. But what feels like a seatbelt keeping us secure can also be a trap confining us.

Those of us who aren’t committed to a specific dream, on the other hand, have the opportunity to follow new opportunities. Where the dreamers close themselves off, the non-dreamers stay open. Our culture likes to think of them—of us—as lost, but the best way to make one’s way has always been to stay alert and be willing to turn left, right, or back to try a new route when necessary. We can’t do that when our eyes are closed and we are dreaming about something else.

Does that mean we should discard dreams wholesale? Of course not. There’s nothing wrong with having them and holding on to them, even when they seem unlikely, and the odds are stacked against them coming true. Dreams can motivate us, guide us, and serve as reminders of what’s most important to us. And achieving them feels great in a way that’s hard to top.

But there’s a difference between possessing dreams and allowing dreams to possess us. There’s a difference between keeping a dream alive while remaining open to other opportunities and closing ourselves off to everything other than our capital-D dream. All of us—and all our careers—would be better off if we did way more of the former and way less of the latter. Life’s most exciting and least expected adventures are found when we refuse to be restricted and restrained by what we’ve previously imagined.

Maybe the random opportunity we say yes to gets us nowhere. Or maybe we’re great at it. Maybe it makes us truly happy. Maybe it ends up exceeding our wildest dreams. Maybe it becomes our wildest dream. Only now, unlike our childhood fantasies, we’ll be equipped with a real understanding of what it entails, what it requires of us, and whether we’re up for it—which makes it a whole lot more likely to become our reality and, quite literally, a dream come true.



MY TAKE

At the height of my career, I was called the “Queen of Cable TV.” I didn’t get there by following my dreams—childhood, adolescent, awake, asleep, or otherwise. I got there by ditching them.

When I was growing up in the fifties and sixties, television was little more to me than a part-time babysitter. Back then, a time before cable (and long before streaming), there were just three channels to toggle among. Don’t get me wrong—I loved each of them as much as the next kid. I have fond memories of watching shows that defined my childhood, like My Little Margie and Lassie, starring a telegenic collie I chose to name my family dalmatian after. But I had no grand aspiration or wild dream to someday be the person responsible for bringing those shows to life. If the only way my relationship with TV evolved when I reached adulthood was that it stopped babysitting me and started babysitting my kids, I would have been fine.

TV was a pastime. Photography, on the other hand, was a passion.

I was gifted with my first camera—a Kodak Brownie point-and-shoot that cost one dollar when it originally went on the market in 1900—at age twelve, as I was leaving for Camp Brookwood in Glen Spey, New York. I spent the next seven weeks bringing that Brownie everywhere and documenting my days: the campgrounds, the activities, the food in the mess hall and canteen, my bunkmates, and even the few boys my friends and I deemed cool (but definitely not the many we didn’t). After I returned home in August, I took my black-and-white film rolls to be developed; when the photos came back, I mailed the best ones to my best friends across the country and hung the rest on my bedroom wall—a kind of mid-twentieth-century Instagram. I was hooked.

I loved the way the camera let me freeze time and place, and the power it gave me to capture a feeling and tell a story.

Years later, when I was a student at Boston University, my camera was different—I’d upgraded the Brownie to a fancy black Nikkormat with manual controls for light, shutter speed, and lens aperture—but I was still drawn to photography. I declared photojournalism as my major. When I graduated from BU’s College of Communications, I walked off campus with a dream of spending my life working behind the lens.

Over the next few years, I pursued my passion with a passion. For my first gig out of college, I worked in the Newbury Street photo studio of Bela Kalman, a legendary Hungarian-born, Boston-based commercial photographer. More precisely, I got a job working in his darkroom, developing and processing his photos. It didn’t take long for my hands to reek of chemicals and my fingernails to be perpetually tinted yellow. Isolated from both natural and artificial light and human interaction, it took even less time for my sanity to pack its bags and threaten to walk out the door for good. It’s not that I hated the job—we just had irreconcilable differences.

I thanked my lucky stars when I was promoted to “front of house” and was tasked with helping Bela take photos on set. I got the chance to step into the literal light, but my metaphorical moment in the sun was short-lived once I realized that I had zero interest in commercial photography. In a way, it was the antithesis of the photojournalism I loved: stilted instead of candid, a distortion (or at least contortion) of reality instead of a reflection, shot inside with artificial everything instead of outside with natural light and backgrounds, rehearsed instead of capturing what the photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson called “the decisive moment”—the spontaneous visual convergence of everything that makes an event significant.

Aware of my essentially entry-level status, I searched for another position in the image industry that felt like a better fit. That led me to the education department at Houghton Mifflin, the textbook company, where I was hired as a photo editor. Having “editor” in my title made me feel important, but the reality was I spent my days flipping through catalogs, trying to find the perfect photo to complement a paragraph about the Gettysburg Address or a math problem in which Sally ended up with two apples and Stanley started out with seven. The work was really a mix-and-match game of sorts, pairing other people’s words with other people’s images, and I hated playing.

Next, I tried to find something in photojournalism itself. But the only roles open to someone with my limited experience were the photography equivalents of ambulance chasers, rushing to the scene of a crime or an accident and snapping sensationalist shots. That wasn’t me either. I believed the camera’s role was to reveal and expose, but never to exploit. My interest was in capturing the complexity of human emotion at its most organic and least overdramatic.

Today, I’ll also confess what I refused to concede back then: I didn’t want the broke-artist life—especially if I wasn’t doing the type of photojournalism that I was passionate about. But I wasn’t ready to give up on photography just yet. Dreams are like drugs; they’re hard to quit. Even when they hold us back, trip us up, and make us crazy, we find ways to shift the blame onto ourselves. It can’t be that the dream itself—that thing we’ve been nurturing inside us for years or even decades—is defective or damaging, right? Maybe we’re just using it wrong. I told myself that if only I had more time, more exposure, and more opportunities in the field of photography, then the success, happiness, and certainty I was desperately missing were bound to follow.

That thinking led me back to Boston University for a master’s program. Unofficially, it was another year to flirt with photography and figure out how to turn my fantasy into reality. But my most formative experience was off campus, at a throwaway internship I only took to satisfy a mandatory degree requirement.

My internship was as a freelance photographer for a new children’s show called Infinity Factory, airing on WGBH, the local PBS affiliate. By freelance, I mean I was working for free. By photographer, I mean I would chase the show’s kids and resident dog around the set to take whatever candids of them that I could, often begging the humans and the canine (almost always unsuccessfully) to slow down for a second.

Nearly all the publicity surrounding the show featured at least one of my photographs—in publications that included Time magazine and the Boston Globe. That crumb of success tasted great. It even reminded me why I’d had my photography dream in the first place.

In a twist of fate, with graduation just a few days away and my internship all but over, three of the show’s production assistants were fired. And I got an offer to transition from freelance, on-set photographer to full-time staff member—to replace one of the production assistants, the lowest level on the television totem pole. At the time, I knew almost nothing about the industry. But I had known from the moment I first stepped on set that there was something in the air I wanted to keep breathing, keep learning, and keep exploring. Plus, I needed a job.

I weighed my options: the dream that hadn’t really gotten me anywhere versus the opportunity that might take me God-knows-where. I decided I would rather spend my days calling “Lights, camera, action” than yelling “Cheese!” I said yes to becoming a PA, said goodbye—at least temporarily—to a career in photography, and ultimately said hello to a career in television. The rest, as they say in the industry that I’ve now worked in for nearly five decades, is history.

What I learned from that experience has stayed with me ever since. There’s nothing wrong with loving something so much you want to make a living from it. But if you’re addicted to your dreams, you risk sleepwalking past a better opportunity that might change your life. Worst case, you take it and hate it. But if you’re lucky? You might end up with another dream, one that lands you in a real dream job (or many).

That’s what happened to me. In a way, not following my dreams became the impetus for how I plotted my career. Instead, I followed the opportunities. I started in television that way, and I have stayed that way. It wasn’t a conscious choice, but I was curious—and without a single dream to race toward blindly, I was able to take my time looking around (and learning about) all the industry’s nooks and crannies.

My “accidental” choice turned out to be the smart way to go. With each new opportunity, I learned new skills, forged new connections, and earned newfound respect from people and places I would have never encountered otherwise. I developed new ideas of what my dream might look like.

Even the two sharpest left turns I took when my career was still finding its sea legs, two positions I reluctantly accepted at WGBH that I originally had zero interest in—managing the budget for a documentary series and learning about the mechanics of CDs and three-quarter-inch videocassettes as the network’s director of “new media”—were not for naught. These roles equipped me with experience and knowledge in areas that many people working in television lacked, including the economics of getting a show on the air and the evolving technology used to do so. That allowed me to better understand the industry I was working in.

Here’s the best part: The old dreams and new ones, the passion projects and more practical professions… they aren’t mutually exclusive. Mine sure weren’t. (My first producing credit was on a TV series called, I kid you not, The Photo Show.) Working in TV, I used the traits that made me a good photographer—an eye for lighting and color, a knack for framing a shot, a gift for capturing audiences, an ability to tell a story in a single image and convey emotion without words—to become a strong producer, an even better network executive, and, eventually, the “Queen of Cable TV.” You could argue I never even ditched the dream. I simply opened up my lens and widened my exposure, from a single medium—photography—to media at large.

I still love taking photos. But because I was able to zoom out and see the bigger picture, my career and life have had more depth, color, and brightness than I ever could have dreamed. The camera is still my best friend. It’s just not my boss.



NAIL IT

While I didn’t end up with a career in photography, the early years I spent behind the camera still changed the course of my work… and my life. They equipped me with both hard and soft skills that set me apart on the job. But they also taught me how to look more broadly at what was in front of me and really see what, if anything, was there—how to weigh my preexisting dreams against new ones, how to seize opportunities (and know which ones were worth seizing in the first place), how to make the best of wherever I ended up, and the most of whatever I was doing.

So…


Know Your Subject

Before they even take out their cameras, great photographers seek to understand the subjects in front of them. Given that each of us is the subject of our own lives, we owe ourselves that same understanding. As you begin plotting your career, ask the big and hard questions. First, ask yourself where your dream came from: Is it your own, or was it instilled in you by someone else? If you’ve “always” wanted to do something, ask yourself why. Really listen to the answers, even if they weren’t what you expected. Figure out when the dream came to you and what’s compelled it to stick around.


Find the Workplace That Works Best for You

More than anything else, knowing and understanding yourself means being able to distinguish between what you’d ideally want to be and what you actually like to do. That’s important when you have a dream, and even more important when you feel like you have no direction at all. So figure out not just what you bring to the table but what kind of table you want to be sitting at. What would make you feel like you were “living the dream”?


	Are you an introvert or an extrovert?

	Are you a solo operator or a team player?

	Do you like using your brain all day, or would you rather use your hands (and stay on your feet)?

	Would you rather be a big fish in a small pond or a small fish in a big pond?

	Are you creative, a boundary-pusher, or more by-the-book?

	Do you want to travel or stay put?

	Do you prefer structure or autonomy?





Know that sometimes, a dream in theory crashes headfirst into the reality of what a career in that industry or field looks like. You might love the Constitution and hate the lifestyle of a lawyer. You might relish writing but want to spend your days interacting with people like the social animal you are. And sometimes, the dream you want desperately might not want you back; the two of you may even be a match made in hell. While giving up on it may seem depressing, there’s a bright side: As soon as you push aside a dream that isn’t working for you, you can start working toward one that will make you truly happy.



Survey the Landscape

Survey the professional landscape before settling in. Stay curious. Keep an open mind (and open eye) before you decide exactly what it is you’re looking for.

If there’s an industry or field you want to enter, do your homework: Talk to everyone you can who operates in the world you’re trying to break into. Research the big players—the leading companies, executives, and innovations—and learn what sets them apart from the crowd and each other. Find out what the day-to-day or even year-to-year of a job in that world would look like at each level of the ladder. Understand what people who begin their careers in this industry go on to do, and where the people leading this industry began their own careers. Equip yourself with accurate information about salaries, growth, and work-life balance.

If there’s someone you admire and whose career you wish to emulate, reach out to them on LinkedIn with a thoughtful, personalized note, and figure out whether there are opportunities for you to follow in their footsteps.

And if there’s a specific job you truly dream of having, make sure you know all the positions you’d first need to occupy to get there. If those don’t seem appealing to you, and if the path to your dream feels more like a nightmare, it might be time to reconsider the dream.



Balance Light and Dark

Great photos require the right balance of lightness and darkness—too much of one and not enough of the other obscures or distorts whatever reality the camera was trying to capture. That can happen at work, too. For the 99.9 percent of us who don’t start out working in a job or a field of our dreams, the day-to-day can feel downright demoralizing. It’s easy to look at all the opportunities we aren’t receiving, all the progress we aren’t making, all the accomplishments we aren’t racking up, all the fun we aren’t having, and all the respect we aren’t earning. But the darkness, we should keep in mind, is normal—and it exists in every job, even those that seem straight out of a fantasy.

At the same time, it’s also important to find the light. Are you meeting new people? Gaining new skills? Maybe you’re getting cool opportunities to explore a different part of the city, country, or world. Maybe the only thing you’re learning is what you don’t like to do—that’s still getting you one step closer to finding and doing something you love.

Be sure to look for the light and dark in any potential opportunity, too, especially one that’s somewhat out of left field. Our own pessimism, preconceptions, and prejudices often prevent us from seeing something for what it is (and also what it can be). So, ask yourself: Best case scenario, where does this opportunity take me? But don’t be naïve about the answer; don’t accept a job because you’re relying on the 0.0001 percent chance that you’ll become CEO within two years or the equally rare possibility that you’ll have no bad days. If you can be realistic with your expectations and remember that no job is entirely amazing (or entirely terrible), you’re a lot more likely to find happiness and fulfillment—not just in your dream job but in every job that you work at along the way.


Email Etiquette: Dos and Don’ts

Whether your cold email or LinkedIn message gets warmly received or gets you iced out—whether it gets a reply, gets forwarded to an assistant, or gets deleted immediately—depends almost entirely on what you say:


	DO: Personalize your note. Note why you’re reaching out to this person (and not one of their colleagues), explain how you learned of them (Did you read a profile? Go to the same college?), and talk about how your interests align with their work.

	DON’T: Make someone feel like they are one of ten people on your checklist or copy and paste text from one letter into another. If you reach out to multiple employees at the same organization, expect that they’ll talk.

	DO: Explain your interest in their profession/company/industry in a way that sounds genuine.

	DON’T: Ask them to refer you to others in the company before they’ve met you.

	DO: Ask for a conversation, not a job offer.

	DON’T: Take five paragraphs to make your point. People are busy, and the longer your message, the more likely it ends up in the trash.

	DO: Follow through! If someone offers to have a phone call, always take them up on it—or at least write back to explain—even if you’ve accepted another job in the time since they responded. Industries are small, and memories are long.

	DON’T: Come across as obsessed. Flattery and interest are great; stalking isn’t.

	DO: Be humble. Demonstrate humility, not arrogance.

	DON’T: Act entitled to their time (or a meeting over coffee).

	DO: Say thank you in advance for taking the time to read your note.







Zoom In and Out as Necessary

When you’re evaluating an opportunity, looking at both the big picture and its smaller details is critical—because the way things seem on the surface isn’t always how they are up close. In terms of the big picture, ask yourself whether the job seems like a runway to your next destination or a dead end. Even if the role is in an industry you know little about with a company you’ve never heard of, there are still many ways it can set you up for success: the mentors you might meet, the management experience you might gain, the leadership you might practice, the way you can differentiate yourself from other people who may have similar backgrounds or ambitions.

Alternatively, what seems like a dream job at the company of your dreams, working under an executive you dream of becoming, can sometimes be nothing more than a first-class ticket to nowhere (or end up moving you one step forward but two steps back).

To avoid the second scenario, zoom into the details and minutiae of a job before you accept it—especially those that may not be advertised. Read up on the corporate culture and envision how you would fit into it—and whether you’d want to. Study up on the people who’ve held your role, or similar ones at your company, before: Are they happy? Do they stay long? Do they stick to their own areas of expertise, or is cross-team collaboration encouraged? Do people play by the rules or color outside the lines? Do they feel satisfied with their work-life balance? What position did they previously hold? And what do they go on to do? Answering these questions may not lead you to your dream job right away. But looking at the whole picture will increase the odds that you know what you’re getting into, which will increase the likelihood that you feel fulfilled once you’re there. And that’s a prerequisite for a job of anyone’s dreams.



It’s Okay to Walk Away



Whoever said winners never quit probably isn’t a winner. The truth is, they do… all the time. If you’re no longer learning, growing, or enjoying yourself on the job, and there’s nothing else you can get out of it, it’s okay to walk away. Just try not to burn any bridges on your way out.





Lock Your Focus

A photo in progress can have everything working in its favor: a great subject, a mastery of the equipment, just the right background, impeccable lighting, and an intentional and well-thought-out frame. But if a photographer fails to focus their camera (or smartphone), everything leading up to the moment of capture—and the final product itself—might end up being a waste. The same is true when it comes to our careers. We can prepare for an opportunity in all the right ways, but if we get distracted once we get there and start treating where we are as second fiddle to somewhere else that we’d rather be, the opportunity (and everything we did to achieve it) will end up a waste, too.

So give your full focus and attention to every position you accept and challenge you take on, especially once you’ve found something you’re passionate about—something that will make you eager to wake up in the morning. Even if the role and its accompanying responsibilities seem irrelevant to your dream—even if they’re tedious, boring, and different from what you expected—act as if succeeding at the job is critical to fulfilling your wildest wish. Ask the right questions. Find someone to learn from. Put in the same amount of work and dedication. That’s how you will be better prepared when the right opportunity comes your way.




THE FINAL WORD

When we’re head down in our dreams, we limit ourselves. We often miss the opportunities in front of our faces—opportunities with exceptional potential. So instead of committing to a single path early on, stay open, eager, and curious. That’s how we figure out not just what makes us happy but what makes us tick. That’s how we learn what our real passions and strengths are—and get practice putting them to use. That’s how we gain skills and insights and experiences we may not have been looking for. To live our dreams, we have to keep our lens wide open, find the opportunities out there, and explore them.





2. Know Your Worth / Work On Your Worth


What We’re Told: “Know your worth.”

Throughout our lives, people—women especially—are reminded to know our worth. Walk into a gift shop or go on to Etsy, and the mantra is plastered on greeting cards, T-shirts, throw pillows, and coffee mugs. Instagram life coaches proclaim, “When you know your worth, no one can make you feel worthless.” And in a world where too many of us too often undervalue, undersell, and underestimate ourselves, “know your worth” can feel like the perfect antidote: an encouragement to never accept less—less pay, less responsibility, less respect—than we deserve. To never settle for anything that unsettles us.



The Truth: “Work on your worth.”

When we’re young, most of us are worthless. And we should expect to be treated that way.

Before I get canceled or called out on social media, let me be clear. I’m not telling you to put up with a cheating boyfriend or let your landlord go for months without fixing the broken drain in the shower you share with three roommates and a formerly stray cat. What I am saying is that our personal worth and our professional worth are entirely different things. Conflating our value on the job with our value off of it is like sticking our hand out the window in New York and thinking it’ll tell us the temperature in New Delhi.

Yet too many entry-level and early-career employees seem to miss this memo. As a result, I’ve watched them trip up on the job, and occasionally fall flat on their faces, when their otherwise enviable self-worth manifests as entitlement—not to being treated with decency and fairness but to rapidly ascend to more money, responsibility, and power.

Some people think it’s a generational problem—that today’s twenty- and thirty-year-olds have been overly coddled, and this is the result. If there’s some truth to that, then many in my generation must shoulder some blame.

As parents, teachers, coaches, and administrators, we spent decades building young people up by artificially inflating their egos. Throughout their childhoods, we doled out participation trophies, gold-star stickers, and As for effort, which essentially made success and failure synonyms. During the college application process, we sent some of them “courtesy deferrals”—rejection letters that let them down easily by postponing the delivery of bad news rather than, well, delivering it. Once they got to campus, we spared them from discomfort (and from having to reckon with a real world that is often offensive) through safe spaces and trigger warnings.

It’s no wonder that, by the time they start work, too many young people feel betrayed—or at the very least bored—by tasks that don’t inspire or obviously benefit them. They were told they could do anything, and now they’re being told to get three iced coffees from Starbucks.

But that is only part of the story. After all, long before there were participation trophies, courtesy deferrals, and safe spaces, there were people who grunted at grunt work. So while this might seem like a new phenomenon, it’s not. Who among us doesn’t want roles and responsibilities that fulfill us physically, emotionally, and even politically?

It’s a tale as old as time, largely because it takes time to learn a simple truth: People are born with personal worth, but we have to earn professional worth. The experiences, education, and esteem we’ve accumulated before we start working don’t automatically follow us to the office, stick to us like glue, and signal our value to everyone we interact with—our bosses and our peers. Even if we had a great internship or graduated as valedictorian. Even if we had the strongest resume of any applicant, and the recruiter or hiring manager loved us. That’s simply not the way work, well, works.

The moment we step into the workplace, we start fresh. When our careers are beginning, often that means doing things—the menial labor, the un-sexy assignments, the mindless tasks—that we might feel are beneath us or that we’re too good for. But someone has to do it. Why wouldn’t it be us?

On the job, people will only know our worth once they know our work. That takes time. It takes effort. It takes consistency. It isn’t based on our potential or promise. It’s based on our results. Until we’ve proven ourselves, our value add exists in showing up—and maybe not much more.

So, drop the ego and get to work. If it doesn’t feel great, stick to it anyway. As long as you’re learning, as long as you’re making connections, as long as there’s a runway to something else that you can take off from eventually, don’t throw in the towel. Trust me, if the only work you’re willing to do at the beginning of your career is the big, prestigious, high-paying stuff, you’ll probably never end up doing it… at any point in your career.

Of course, some jobs are truly worth leaving—the dead ends, the abusive bosses, the all-work-no-life-and-no-end-in-sight balances. But even the jobs that aren’t will still test your patience and make you question what the frack you’re doing. If Buddha’s right and “life is suffering,” then guess what? So is work.

There’s a reason we don’t call it play.



MY TAKE

I learned my “workplace worth” fresh out of graduate school when I stumbled into my first real job in television as a production assistant for Infinity Factory, a children’s show that tried to make math fun and easy to learn.

While I chased the entire cast around the set to capture photos for promotional materials, I saw the production assistants in action. Each assistant was assigned to a different cast member, ranging in age from seven to twelve, to help run lines, copy and collate scripts, fetch snacks, and even pick out their outfits.

Underwhelming perhaps, and hardly glamorous—but it seemed like good experience.

So when three production assistants were fired in a single day, and I got a job offer to replace one of them, I said yes. I knew what I would have to do, and I knew I could do it. Even if the position made me the most junior employee on staff, I’d be critical to at least one person on Infinity Factory. Then I was assigned my cast member: Winston, an English sheepdog and the show’s only non-human talent. My primary responsibility was to follow him around the set, carrying a pooper scooper. My responsibility was shit. Literally.

I won’t lie. I was pissed. More days than not, I felt underutilized, undervalued, underappreciated, and way overqualified. (I’m only human, after all… a human who was outranked by a slobbery, four-legged sidekick who could pass for a shag carpet.) I had two university degrees. Winston, on the other hand, was a nepotism hire—a proto-“nepo baby”—the precious personal and un-housebroken pet of one of the show’s producers. The icing on the cake? I’m pretty sure the dog was paid more than I was.

But even though I may have felt like working for Winston was beneath me, I didn’t show it. Instead, I acted like a college student gunning toward an honors degree in pet-sitting—and I treated each doggie bag I filled like an extra credit opportunity. When I was asked to take on the additional responsibility of shopping for the (human) cast members’ wardrobes at the Harvard Coop, I acted like I’d won the lottery. And to a certain degree, I had.

Something about the lights, the cameras, the directors, and the production team running around the studio made me want more. I knew I was in the right place—definitely the right industry, at least—and that, at some point, it would be the right time. But not until I put in the time. So I plastered on a smile, picked up the crap, and paid my dues. I also paid attention to everything around me, observing, learning, and growing as much as I could in my current role. Unbeknownst to me, I was also preparing for the next one. When an associate producer position opened up, I was promoted, having already proven I was eager and able to take one (and tackle number two) for the team.

Decades later, I made this point to my son, Jesse, when he was straight out of college. At the time, he was working in the only type of entry-level job that exists at talent agencies—especially when your mom refuses to make calls or use connections on your behalf—the mailroom. “I’m spending my days packing boxes and sorting mail,” he would say to me repeatedly. “They’re not letting me use my brain.”

“What did you expect?” I’d respond. “You took an entry-level job in the mailroom!”

To Jesse’s credit, he









NAIL IT




Wake Up (And Stay Up)




Show Up





Step Up




Look Up




Study Up




Team Up












Chin Up




Dress Up




Bottom Up
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