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Introduction

Let’s talk about self-improvement. As a culture, we’re a bit obsessed with this concept because we’ve been programmed to believe that discomfort should be avoided, and that any uncomfortable feelings we experience should be mitigated immediately. I’m not talking about physical discomfort (by all means, please see the doctor)—I’m talking about the mental and emotional discomfort we all experience as we age.

We’ve learned that upward movement is “good” and sideways, backward, and any direction in between is “bad.” These unrealistic expectations feed personal inflexibility because we’re hardwired to believe that our next best move is always “up,” and if it doesn’t go that way, it’s time to try a DIY human improvement project because if you can fix that “thing” that is wrong with you, then the rest will fall into place.

I’m not anti–self-improvement. I’m anti–self-improvement approaches where you never really get past improving to evolve and take action based on newfound awareness.

Rather than looking inward and focusing on ourselves, our popular approach to improvement is based on looking ahead and glancing around at others. It’s based on doing more of what we’re already doing and tightly editing the well-laid plan we’ve already set.

But have you ever noticed that when you reframe your expectations and attitude, and have trust in yourself to take action—especially when you are uncomfortable and lack direction—you start to see the solution?

These actions ultimately lead to making more progress, experiencing more moments of success on your terms, and enjoying the comforts of higher self-worth. You’re not just improving, you’re evolving. Success becomes about the practice that you’re developing, not chasing the expectations.

Expectations become the delusional friends who keep your brain on a constant loop at night and make you believe that if you’re not getting what you want it’s because you’re not trying hard enough, and this mind-set teaches you to attach your self-worth to unattainable definitions of success.

I totally get it. It was a series of events that challenged my own expectations around my career and led me here to writing this book, which is why expectations are a perfect place for us to start.

I’ve been a planner for as long as I can remember. You know the type, right? As a teenager, I craved the start of a new school year so I could plan for my future. In high school I was laser-focused on college applications, and in college I would meticulously plan out each week in my agenda to ensure I never missed an opportunity to advance. After college, however, my “perfect plan” was all but annihilated.

I graduated from the University of Oregon in 2009 during one of the worst recessions in modern history, with a degree in education, zero job prospects, and one hell of an expectation hangover. I had been the university career center’s poster child. I networked like crazy, attended every career fair, and, of course, made a list that would outline my plan for landing a great career. Said “great career” would get me inside engaging and well-paying work. Before long, I’d be on the cover of the alumni magazine.

Yeah, it didn’t quite go like that.

Eight months after graduation, after a few temporary jobs and a roommate named Mom, I moved to Los Angeles, hopeful for what a new city might have in store for me. I interviewed at more than fifteen companies for roles ranging from nonprofit development to public relations. I actually misspelled the word experience on my résumé, which a lovely interviewer at a PR agency circled in red for me over and over again. Luckily for both of us, that interview didn’t last long.

My final interview during this never-ending tour de jobs was for an administrative assistant role at the dental school of a major university. While I wasn’t thrilled about the role, it was 2010, and I was grateful just to have an opportunity to work when it seemed like everyone was desperate for a full-time job. But my confidence, optimism, and aspirations suffered from the experience.

About a year in, I hit my breaking point. My assignment for the day was to feed sheets of paper into the printer, one by one. All day. What was I doing here? What were all my prior hard work and planning really for? I was trapped and unsure of how I would ever escape.

I was in the midst of an ambition trap. My desire—and, let’s face it, a feeling of entitlement—to have something bigger and better for my career had actually led me off course. I had been focused solely on what should happen, or at least what I thought should happen, and accumulating “trophies” to prove my progress. It felt like the career success train had left the station without me, even though I had a first-class ticket. And it got worse because there were no directions on what to do next.

I admit, I’m a millennial through and through. I was raised to believe that women can do it all. I watched my female role models on TV become doctors, lawyers, and businesswomen. I imagined myself partaking in enviable brunches discussing sex and the city with my girlfriends after sprinting through the airport in my stylish pantsuit. I attended college, embraced my independence, and had lofty (but vague) career goals that would make me “the successful one” at any cocktail party.

For all my ambition, saying yes, and leaning in, my debut into the working world wasn’t even in the same zip code as my expectations. And in hindsight, I see that my expectations were largely built on definitions of success written by others and made visually appealing by TV, magazines, movies, and later through Pinterest, Instagram, and even blogs. While my expectations were real, the portrayed success they advertised was not real.

For years while working at the dental school, I studied (okay, obsessed over) the LinkedIn profiles of my peers, discussed potential career paths with my parents, and became infatuated with figuring out my next career move. I was convinced that if I had that answer, if I could just zero in on the exact job and path I wanted, I would quickly be on my way to professional greatness. Of course, that’s not how it works.

I can’t recall the exact moment, but it gradually became clear that something had to change because all the “right” ways had led me to feeding paper into a printer. ONE. SHEET. AT. A. TIME. I dropped the “poor, pitiful me” attitude (it really wasn’t my best look), forgave myself for not having it all figured out (or at least pretended to), and decided I had to change my approach. As easy as I make it sound, it wasn’t.

In retrospect, this was the decision that helped me move my career and life forward in a new direction, and led me to begin understanding and implementing Power Moves—those unexpected, not-always-conventionally advisable actions and behaviors that make it possible to find fulfilling work you love, on your own terms. Since then, Power Moves have guided me through every difficult stage of my career. They’ve helped me think more holistically about my ambitions, my challenges, and what I really want out of life. Power Moves are not only a unique approach to your career; they’re also the kinds of tailored-to-you decisions you make to ensure you’re living authentically and staying true to yourself—not some idea of what you should be.

Changing my approach to my career started slowly. At work I volunteered for a random assignment that introduced me to the world of professional recruiting, which opened a door I hadn’t even known to exist, which eventually helped me pivot to a job in recruitment at Hulu, just a budding tech start-up in those days, and the first job I had where my values and skills aligned with the company and role.

Getting that job didn’t happen overnight (even though it can be frustrating, the endurance required to navigate a long and labyrinthine hiring process, and overcome the anxiety and self-doubt it often conjures, is its own kind of Power Move). It involved some near-religious moments of attitude adjustment. It forced me to confront failure. And it opened even more doors of what could be. But the best part—after landing that job, I started to make Power Moves. I started to pursue a career on my terms. For the first time, I felt like I had some control over the path I would take, whatever it might be.

After several years and a lot of lessons at Hulu, it was time for the next challenge—and a huge Power Move. Guided by my Hulu experience and my master’s thesis in 2013 on millennial women and career resources (yes, in the midst of all this I went back to school for my master’s—in retrospect an even bigger Power Move than I’d realized at the time), I was inspired to launch Career Contessa, an online media platform and resource dedicated to providing women the very same career help I had needed. I left a job I loved and jumped headfirst into the world of entrepreneurship to help women build successful and fulfilling careers, on their terms. It was equally exhilarating and terrifying.

Warning: starting a company is full of discomfort, risk, and shattered expectations. And that’s on a good day! It’s an ongoing test of how well you can multitask and prioritize. It requires unwavering confidence yet inspires constant fear. But no matter how challenging, building Career Contessa has been the most rewarding endeavor and, so far, the greatest privilege of my life. Through it, I’ve spoken to thousands of women—as a coach, doing interviews, leading webinars, at in-person events, by email, in DMs, etc.—and there is one thing that unites us all. We are profoundly challenged trying to have the career we want, no matter how hard we work, no matter how many of the “right” boxes we check.

That’s why I wanted to write this book.

I want to share what I’ve learned from my personal career journey and the countless lessons—with the full range of outcomes—from so many women. This is a book about the practice of Power Moves and how you can make them a part of your life. It’s about the power of progress and career fulfillment. It’s about developing an approach to managing your career, on your terms.

I know what it feels like to be lost, to be caught in the speed cycle of “what ifs,” to constantly review the to-do list in an attempt to take the next step. I know tough transitions. I know what it’s like to fall victim to your own ambition trap and not embrace flexibility as your best professional asset.

Even if your job is not a dead end, you might still feel like you’re stuck and don’t know how to get out or make progress. Or maybe you actually found your dream job and thought you’d figured it all out but now you’re ready for something new, lost on where to begin because you don’t want to start all over again.

This career block you’re up against? It’s not your fault. It’s the result of a mind-set that you may not realize you even have—one that this book is here to help you change. It’s the result of having a bias against the unplanned at all times. It’s the result of thinking that Power Moves are out of reach for you—even though they definitely are not. In fact, you’ve probably made one at some point and not even known it.

My biggest Power Move resulted in Career Contessa—a comprehensive, authentic career resource for women, sans intimidating, alienating, or condescending business jargon, or guilting or pressuring them into what they “should” be doing. It’s a multiplatform career development business that helps millions of women each year solve their biggest career challenges and offers them a better way forward. Since 2013, Career Contessa has grown to include daily advice, online courses, a jobs database, a career coaching service, and a growing, vibrant staff and community that I’m proud of and inspired by every day. It’s purposeful work that I love, and work I would never have found if I weren’t willing to push back against the norm.

Pushing Back

What to do now? Well, first off, accept that you don’t have to stay where you are—it’s not unfair to want more even if you have plenty. You don’t have to accept broken, or blocked, or derailed, or whatever name we give to careers that don’t offer fulfillment. By changing the way you think about your career, you can rewrite your story. Acknowledging a mind-set that you may not realize you even have is a Power Move anyone can make—one that this book is here to help you make—on your way to having the career you want.

In this book, I’ll talk about how we got here and the traps that we fall prey to. I’ll talk about making Power Moves—the big or small, strategic and thoughtful actions and shifts in thinking that will help you get up and out of feeling stuck and into new and more rewarding phases of your career. I’ll talk about how to be intentional, how to have flexible plans that work for who you are and what you want, and how the world may change around you. I’ll give you resources to help you start thinking by doing. We’re going to get messy before we get clear.

But before we get there, let’s start shifting your thinking now. Start by telling yourself that you are better than a rigid plan or the clear path you thought you were promised. Your life is complex and unique, and it evolves every day, not every year or every five years. Start reciting this mantra out loud right this second. Repeat it again. It will help you cut yourself some slack. That is something you definitely deserve.

And, after reading this book? I want you to believe this: that you will know yourself, where you are, and what you want professionally well enough to rally, to find the courage to pursue the next big dream, to support yourself emotionally and financially, and, ultimately, to follow a career path that feels personal and is filled with purpose.




Part I

Does This Sound Familiar?

On the surface, we live in a culture that shouts, “You can do anything!” Most of us have near-constant access to extensive, loving, and supportive networks (thanks to social media, texts, email, and more!) that reinforce this belief. What could be better?! We’re bursting with confidence and seemingly unstoppable.

But it’s not so simple. Because that mind-set comes with a major speed bump. While we approach the world with bold expectations and a clearly charted path to success, we quickly find the world doesn’t always cooperate.

Most of us had (or will soon have!) the same disorienting experience. By the time we are firmly in our twenties, we realize the inverse was true—that our careers will pivot, veer, double back, and suddenly pitch forward until we find ourselves so far from our intended destination, we’re practically on another continent. And to make matters worse, we all know this “American dream” we bought into is a lie, but we keep striving for it anyway.

So how exactly did we end up so far from our expectations? Understanding why we had those expectations, and the mind-set that still persists, is essential to learning how we’ll guide our career moves in the future. Let’s go back to the beginning.




Chapter 1

How Did We Get Here?

It all starts with millennials. Well, it actually all starts with generations of parents and their children; with decades-long attempts to overcome systemic sexism, racism, and economic inequality, to find work-life balance, to “have it all,” and every other buzzy phrase you’ve heard and read in vintage career guides. But for our purposes—and the purposes of understanding just how you got to your current state of professional malaise and why it’s increasingly hard to maintain your ambition—let’s focus on millennials (with the caveat that even if you’re not a millennial, anyone living and working right now has been and continues to be impacted by everything I’m about to explain).

According to most, the first millennial woman was born on January 1, 1982, and the last on December 31, 2000. We are the last to be born in the twentieth century and, since then, have become the most studied generation of all time.

But even with all this research, the findings about millennials (particularly around work and money) are often wildly contradictory, if not downright false. One school of thought says we’re lazy and entitled people who live with our parents, can’t manage money, and don’t understand how work works. On the other side, we’re considered fearless, authority-demolishing entrepreneurs who flout career conventions and demand flexibility while disrupting corporate paradigms and norms. Neither of these notions quite gets at the truth. And understanding the truth about millennials’ professional lives is the key to understanding the seismic shift that’s happened in work over the past fifteen years—not just to us, but to everyone.

For many millennials, planning for college started early in our high school years because competition for college acceptance had become fierce—the math was simple but problematic: there were more of us applying but the same number of spots to get in. Blame it on aspirational parents or the idea that a college degree can somehow guarantee a better life, but a study from the Pew Research Center found that there are more college-educated young adults now than ever before—in 2016 40 percent of millennials ages twenty-five to twenty-nine had a bachelor’s degree (compare this to 2000, when 32 percent of Gen Xers were college educated, and 1985, when 26 percent of baby boomers received the same degrees). “The demand for higher education has risen dramatically since 1985,” author and professor of economics Richard Vedder explained to Business Insider in 2018. With this demand came lowered chances of admission. Hence, the hustle.

The news was better for women, who were not only accepted to universities more frequently than men—making up 56 percent of all college admissions (a number that is rising)—but also crammed and outperformed our male counterparts once we got there.

Most of us graduated from college with outsize expectations. Many of us had no specific dreams, but instead attended college because our generation was “supposed to” or because we were born into the kind of privileged environment that just funneled us there, often without the benefit of time to think about what we even wanted to do with a degree once we got one (beyond just the nebulous concept of becoming “hirable”).

We knew we’d have to work hard to achieve our dreams, but what we didn’t anticipate was the powder keg the world was placing before us: a set of cultural, financial, and social shifts that would make it harder to succeed than we’d ever imagined—and when and if we did, the cost to our ambition, hope, and personal well-being would be higher than we’d ever thought possible. So, how exactly did all of this happen?

Family Matters

It’s impossible to look at the millennial career trajectory without first understanding the unique way we were raised. Unlike generations before us, millennials grew up being the most important responsibility of our younger baby boomer and older Gen X parents, who (generally speaking) made it a priority to be extremely involved in our lives and to place more value on nurturing the family unit than their parents or grandparents had before them. This hyperattentiveness fueled a new focus on child safety and child protections, a movement that included new laws and regulations around how we ate and slept, what we drank, how we could ride in cars or on bikes or even walk down the street. It begot the popularity of babyproofing devices, BABY ON BOARD stickers, attachment and helicopter styles of parenting, and an overall “overprotection” ethos, the effects of which researchers are just beginning to unpack and understand today.

This new parenting paradigm, brought to you by the boomers and Gen Xers, included self-esteem classes, participation trophies, educational television, a variety of after-school activities to keep us well-rounded, and new metrics to raise the bar in education. And, not to be forgotten, we were all “special.”

An expectation for our ultimate adult “success” led parents to organize their children’s free time with activities to put them ahead of their peers. Because of this, we were rarely alone with our thoughts, and our free time was often not free but was instead overscheduled in an attempt to help us excel further and move faster.

One result of all this is we became a generation nearly incapable of operating without a well-formed structure. Millennials desire structure so we can gauge our performance (the focus on achievement also made us hyperaware of how we are doing when stacked against our peers—which is part of why, along with the omnipresence of social media, so many of us engage in “compare and despair,” a phrase first coined by Dr. Alyssa Westring, a professor of management at DePaul University, but more on this later).

Another result of this type of parenting, of having our parents so involved in our lives, is that millennials have a deeply ingrained desire for feedback. So strong is our need for frequent feedback that without it we often get stuck and don’t know what to do next. We depend on feedback and recognition to motivate and guide us to our next steps.

And, as if this feedback neediness wasn’t enough to stress over, research shows that millennials are also always trying to do more and be better. Being a type-A perfectionist is the norm of this generation, rather than an outlier, as we are terrified that any mistake will drastically affect our future. Extreme ambition and drive are the outcome of the pressure we felt as children—we are a busy, purposeful group always looking to strive for more, but often without enough hours in a day to complete what we want. We are all the Energizer Bunny from our youths—we keep going and going and going . . . until we eventually flame out.

Ladies First

Adding to this pressure—and perhaps as a response to second-wave feminism or a desire to further advance the mission they began—baby boomer and Gen X moms were particularly active in pushing their millennial daughters to succeed. Our generation of women was specifically directed to “do it all.” As Courtney E. Martin wrote in her book Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters, “we are a generation of young women who were told we could do anything and instead heard that we had to be everything.”

We were held to high standards, but also held to the notion that we could have successful careers and picture-perfect family lives, and maintain our emotional and physical health while doing it—if only we were willing to put in the work. This messaging didn’t only come from our mothers, of course. The myth of “having it all” was ingrained in us early by our parents and teachers, sure, but since then, entire forests have been cut down and turned into books that taught us to lean in, take a seat at the table, have confidence, own the room, do more, be better. The culmination of which is we have become human DIY projects, our social media feeds flashing motivation and inspiration constantly, encouraging the hustle, sending the absolute message that hard work will bring success as long as you invest in yourself.

And unlike previous generations of women, we grew up consuming media that illustrated an unrealistic picture of success, assured us that as long as we had the prerequisites (i.e., education, social skills, motivation, etc.) to be successful, It. Would. Happen. For. Us. Although this message fed the need for structure and order that many millennials crave, it also built anxiety around measuring success in a world that doesn’t give out trophies or actually care about graduation rankings.

This pressure to succeed has left an entire generation with a desire for direction, to retain minute-by-minute control over their lives and to strategize for the future—it also left us with new challenges to overcome. We submerge ourselves in plans, lists, and nonstop work; we need to know what’s ahead of us, and we turn to the multitudes of online advice and life hacks, cultlike apps, and secret social media groups that capitalize on and enable our obsession for efficiency.

Thanks to technology and the internet (remember, millennials are the first generation of digital natives), we have become more adept at multitasking and scheduling, we pack our days with ambitious to-do lists and squeeze in extra appointments, we may even regularly pencil in self-care, but, if we’re honest with ourselves, we know that, really, we are always on and always living in a crisis of expectations.

It’s the Economy, Duh

For several years before and up until the fall of 2008, the financial picture for lots of millennials looked sunny. Many were raised in dual-income households and were surrounded by more wealth than their parents and previous generations. But in the fall of 2008, the financial collapse wiped out the investments, retirement plans, and income potential of many baby boomers and Gen Xers. While the economic crisis and subsequent recession most actively impacted the generations before us, that doesn’t mean millennials were left unscathed. In fact, we are still learning just how much impact it had on our lives, in ways obvious and covert.

Debt Nation

Perhaps the most universally recognized financial characteristic of millennials (beyond overpaying for avocado toast) is the fact that many of us are struggling under the weight of crippling student loans. We’re the most educated generation in US history, but the rise of tuition moved faster than our salaries, and our degrees came with higher expectations and higher stakes, including debt. The 2008 financial crisis—along with a complicated and delayed economic recovery—meant that many of us thought we had had no choice but to take on outsize loans to cover education costs in order to be on the path to career success.

In 2017, the average millennial American’s student debt was around $50,000 (the country’s total is $1.5 trillion, which is now higher than credit cards or car loans). The average student loan payment is $350 a month, payment that is around 8 to 10 percent of our incomes and more than the average US household spends on groceries. Proportionally, millennials, and particularly millennials of color, use more of their income to pay down student loan debt than anyone else. And the financial snapshot gets worse from there: when adjusted for inflation, our wages are, on average, lower than any have been since 1984.

Add this to ever-rising housing, health-care, and child-care costs, and the picture becomes even more bleak. Student debt is holding us back from doing what generations did before us: saving money for retirement, purchasing a home, investing, and generally feeling financially stable or safe.

In a 2017 Forbes article titled “The Impact of Student Loan Debt on Millennial Happiness,” writer Sarah Landrum outlines precisely why this matters, explaining, “The size of our paychecks is, practically speaking, immaterial if we’re not already on sound financial footing. In other words: Debt is a happiness killer. None of us can be truly happy if we’re saddled with debt.”

She goes on to say that “the specter of student loan debt nearly extinguishes the joy we associate with graduating from college in the first place.” Landrum describes a “kind of ‘tipping point’ where the accrual of personal debt shifts from ‘acceptable investment’ to ‘source of existential dread.’”

Mind the Pay Gap

Today, women attend college and receive degrees more than men, yes, but despite this educational advantage, we’re still earning a hell of a lot less than our male counterparts, in virtually every industry. Although the Equal Pay Act was enacted in 1963, as I’m writing this in 2019, women are still only making 79 cents for every dollar earned by a man according to PayScale’s The State of the Gender Pay Gap report.

The situation is even more dire for women of color. Black women earn 62 cents and Latinas earn 54 cents for every dollar paid to a white man.

These statistics hold almost universally true in the US, across industries and qualifications—women are paid less than men. And, shockingly, even education level doesn’t significantly change the data. According to a 2018 analysis by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce, if you are female with a bachelor’s degree you can expect to earn the salary of a man with an associate degree. (This holds true for every degree after it: If you’re a woman with a master’s degree, you’ll get the equivalent of a man with a bachelor’s. Get all the way to a doctorate? Expect to take home the same paycheck as your male colleague with a master’s degree.) Men are also more likely to be promoted than women and with promotions come raises and, thus, the earnings gap gets bigger.

While we have made great strides in the past few decades for bringing awareness to the issue of wage gaps, there’s still a long way to go until we achieve income equality—by some estimates, if things change at the pace they have since 1963, we’ll reach earning parity by 2059, just as many of us will be ready to retire.

Jobs but No Job Security

This generation’s financial crisis not only affected the housing and stock markets, it also deeply impacted the jobs in America—and not only for a few months, but for years that followed. The labor market would lose nearly nine million jobs by 2010, with some industries collapsing altogether and still more unable to recover completely even now, a decade later.

In her 2018 viral article “How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation,” writer Anne Helen Peterson explains it this way:


The crisis affected everyone in some way, but the way it affected millennials is foundational: It’s always defined our experience of the job market. More experienced workers and the newly laid-off filled applicant pools for lower- and entry-level jobs once largely reserved for recent graduates. We couldn’t find jobs, or could only find part-time jobs, jobs without benefits, or jobs that were actually multiple side hustles cobbled together into one job. As a result, we moved back home with our parents, we got roommates, we went back to school, we tried to make it work. We were problem solvers, after all—and taught that if we just worked harder, it would work out.



Even if you could/did find work when you left college, it still did not live up to the expectations of a sufficient middle-class income with benefits and long-term job security—the things you’d essentially been promised if you just did everything right. Which, as we know, you did.

The repercussions of this recession were myriad: the job market changed, the number of full-time positions declined, average wages lowered, and part-time work increased—as a result, we’ve been forced to adapt to these changes even with minimal unemployment today. What does adapting mean? It means we never feel like we can stop working, we’re spinning our wheels to get ahead, we’re delaying having kids. Some of us are working two jobs and even three—our side hustles are less about having creative outlets and more about the hustle to pay rent. Even in an expanding or growing market when we do have a full-time job, it feels all-consuming to keep it, to excel, to strive for more money and better titles.

Because of technology, work has bled into all facets of our lives: research shows that we work through our vacations, work in bed on our phones or laptops, answer Slack messages before we even have coffee or in the bathroom when we’re out for drinks. For those of us WeWorkers who have created patchwork careers, they may include some level of flexibility but also take much more of our time—and often all at the expense of any sense of long-term stability.

The Social Media Trap

We don’t even really need to talk about this other thing that defines our generation, do we? You know it all, you’ve read it all, your tiny pocket computer informs you of how many (too many) hours you’re spending obsessing over the vacation ’grams, the LinkedIn updates, and the Facebook groups where everyone but you seems to be getting ahead.

Millennials were the first generation who grew up exposed to social media, the use of which, research has shown, is deeply linked to depression, feelings of alienation, and a sense of “not being good enough.” It should be no real surprise that performing our unrealistic best lives while absorbing the unrealistic best lives of others is making us sadder and lonelier than perhaps ever before.

Social media overuse leads to distorted thinking that impacts the health of our friendships and romantic relationships—but it also negatively affects the way we feel about work, with its barrage of behind-the-scenes stories of glamorous jobs we don’t have, exotic work trips we’re not on
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