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INTRODUCTION

And so the journey begins…

What do you want to be when you grow up? What are you going to major in? What is your passion? What do you want to do with the rest of your life?

Every student has been bombarded with these innocent but deceptively complex questions. I searched for my personal answer to these questions and was unsatisfied with what I found. After scouring the internet, checking out the local bookstore, and asking around, I was troubled to find that there are so few career guidebooks written for students with advice from people actually working in each field of interest. I realized that this represented an opportunity to create a new resource: students all around the country are struggling with these same questions, so why not help everyone to pinpoint their solutions by asking people in various careers about their jobs—what they like and dislike, how they got there, what advice they would have for those who might want to follow in their footsteps, and what they wish they had known about their industries as a student.

What’s the “Right” Career? is composed of detailed responses to a career questionnaire answered by professionals in a range of different fields. These professionals excel at their respective crafts—from individuals who have found their way after making multiple career changes to those who have known what they wanted to do all along. In this book, you will read advice from the chief executive officer of a world leader in women’s health, a former special assistant to President Clinton, and a woman who is pioneering the new field of pet rehabilitation, among others. These professionals are sharing their stories and advice to help you craft the career of your dreams.

It is my hope that these insights will empower you to understand what career options are out there and to be active in searching for your passions. Sure, we all know that friend (or maybe you are that person) who is dead set on being a doctor, a political scientist, a writer, etc. But, more realistically, many of us struggle to find our passions or think we know what we want to do but could use some professional advice to make that goal a reality, and that is perfectly okay. Regardless of where you fall on the spectrum of knowing what you want to do, it is worthwhile to understand your options. After all, life is much more fruitful when consumed with an open mind.

So, in the spirit of open-mindedness, enjoy What’s the “Right” Career? Feel free to read the book cover-to-cover if you are still searching for your passions or skip around directly to specific industries if you think you know your interests. However, regardless of which group you fall into, don’t be afraid to dabble in areas that may be new to you, that may be outside the scope of your parents’ work, that may be in the arts if you are a steadfast STEM student, or that may be in STEM if you are an arts enthusiast. I think that one of the biggest mistakes we can make as young adults is to naturally get too focused on only what is directly around us, ignoring the vast opportunities that the world has to offer and potentially missing out on the areas in which we may be most talented, most interested, and most able to contribute. You may want to read responses in areas that fall outside your current interests to avoid missing out on an area of interest that you had no idea existed or that may be different than you think. Open your mind to all of the options, and options that you never considered will open their minds to you. And, of course, if you don’t know where to start or could use some encouraging words and advice to brighten your day, just flip to a random page and dive into a professional’s story … the best part is that you will learn something new, uplifting, and useful every time.




MEMORABLE LINES

Looking for a place to start reading?

Below are some particularly memorable lines. Each is included for a particular reason: some because of the great advice that they contain, others for their comical nature, and several that are simply a combination of the two. Some of these lines are original to the respondent; others are mantras quoted from someone else. These lines are highlighted not just to give you good advice or make you laugh but also to give you a sense of what type of person might fit in a given field. If one of these lines makes you laugh, reminds you of yourself, or inspires you to think, take a look at that person’s response. You could discover a field that is perfect for you. On the flip side, if you read something and have no idea what it means, check it out. Learning what it means could be the start of identifying a new interest that you never knew you had.


“If you’re afraid to admit what you don’t know, you’ll never learn new things. If you’re courageous [enough] to admit your limitations, you’ll grow in your strengths.”

—See Darien Bates, Page 11




“If you are going to dream big, make sure you are surrounded by quality people if you fall.”

–See Stefan Muirhead, Page 20




“Managers resolve problems; leaders manage dilemmas.”

–See Yvon Brind’Amour, Page 27




“Give me eight weeks and a team of four, and there is no problem that can’t be solved.”

–See Tim Kuroda, Page 43




“All models are wrong, but some are useful.”

–See Seymour Liao, Page 49




“Always choose the path that will teach you the most.”

–See Karl Ulrich, Page 75




“Math is not only about things that are useful but about things that are cool.”

–See Vern Williams, Page 77




“Never underestimate the need to work well with others. The potential stereotype of techies silently working off in the corner is not true, although there is room for the highly introverted types, with an understanding that advancement will be difficult.”

–See Tom Burket, Page 145




“In the 1980s and early ’90s, if you had told my mother that I would make a living on the internet, she would have laughed because, at that time, it was not possible.”

–See Stefan Muirhead, Page 20




“As a kid, I also spent a lot of time dismantling anything that was held together by a screw to see what was inside—old-style clock radios that had those numbers that would turn over every minute, game machines, watches, toys, portable radios, the lawn mower (Dad was not pleased)—and, to see how tuning worked, I stuck a pair of tweezers into an electrical socket (Dad *really* not pleased).”

–See Viresh Prashar, Page 110




“Unlike other sectors, there is no clear path into government and politics.”

–Paul Weinstein, Page 125




“Help people do what they love and love what they do.”

–See Charlie Choi, Page 129




“Coding is a combination of art and science.”

–See Ben Paris, Page 53




“Prolific developers don’t always write a lot of code; instead they solve a lot of problems. The two things are not the same.”

–See Connie Taylor, Page 167




“Consulting is a generic term that can mean anything, so, to me, I get to decide my own career path.”

–See Steve Tran, Page 45




“If your mother tells you she loves you, check it out.”

–See Barb Rehm, Page 175




“If I wasn’t getting paid, I’d probably be doing something similar to this anyway.”

–See Alan Nash, Page 155
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“If you’re afraid to admit what you don’t know, you’ll never learn new things. If you’re courageous [enough] to admit your limitations, you’ll grow in your strengths.”

How did you narrow down your interest(s) to your specific profession?

I made an early effort to take on jobs that were focused on exploration and engagement with a lot of different people in different walks of life. I worked as a reporter for a couple of years learning about what people do and what they are working on. That helped me get a granular sense of what the possibilities were and what really interested me.

When did you first realize that you were interested in your profession? If this occurred during high school, how did you pursue this interest as a high school student?

I knew that I was interested in how people communicate and how those communications reach an audience. In high school, I was very interested in telling stories through writing and theater. However, I didn’t really realize that my profession would be in communications until I spent half a year in New York City working with some theater organizations that were doing great work but weren’t able to communicate their message and mission effectively.

I realized that just doing great work wasn’t enough. It was necessary to focus on communicating that work out to a wider audience.

It became a focus for me then, and has remained one, as I’ve explored the different techniques and technologies that can broaden the reach of organizations doing good work.

How did you break into the industry associated with your profession? What advice would you have for a high school student who is interested in breaking into the same industry?

I was lucky in meeting people who took a chance on someone who had little experience but a lot of energy and commitment.

I would recommend that young people take every opportunity available to try new things. It doesn’t always have to look exactly like what you want to do, but, if you commit to doing it fully, people will remember you for that, and you may find natural pathways open up to what you want to do.

What advice would you have for high school students who are interested in a profession that is similar to yours? Is there anything specific you suggest that these high school students should do?

The world of communications and marketing is pretty tight-knit. People will remember you. If you leave a positive impression, your world will grow in opportunities. If you leave negative impressions, your opportunities will dwindle.

What are some aspects of your profession that the average high school student would not know but should know? What are some aspects that surprise you about your profession?

Regardless of your area of focus in marketing/communications, it’s increasingly important to understand data and statistics. Behind all the creativity of marketing is a lot of data.

I didn’t realize that at first, and now I find that a large part of what I do is work with data to support creative communications.

If you were to hire the ideal job candidate for your profession, what kind of person would you be hiring? What qualities would this person have?

I always look for people who are fascinated with learning new things and generous with applying what they know, while acknowledging what they don’t. The world is changing very quickly, and it’s impossible to know everything. Being open to learning new things is essential to remaining relevant, and being open to one’s own limitations gives others the opportunity to contribute and understand how to collaborate effectively.

What are your favorite and least-favorite parts about your profession?

Favorite—The opportunity to work with a lot of different organizations to solve challenges that, when solved, have measurable benefits to a lot of people.

Least-favorite—Negotiating contracts. I sometimes wish we could deliver what we do to everyone, regardless of ability to pay. However, ensuring profitability is also an essential discipline in business, and it does provide an important source of feedback that shapes what we do according to what people are willing to “buy.”

STEPHANIE KURODA

CHIEF MARKETING OFFICER

INTRAFI NETWORK

Prior Roles: VP, Marketing at Collaborex; Director of Strategy & Marketing at Howrey; Marketing Manager at General Mills; Assistant Vice President at Bank of Boston.
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“It’s not about you; it’s about them.”

How did you narrow down your interest(s) to your specific profession?

For me, it was a process—a process that was years in the making and that involved trial and error and the combining of skills and interests I learned from “trying out” different roles.

To start, after graduating from college, I went into commercial lending. I was hired by a large regional bank that had a formal loan officer training program for new hires. Thanks to that program and on-the-job learning under the wings of vice presidents and assistant vice presidents who served as mentors, I learned how to analyze financial statements, to model future cash flows under base-case, best-case, and worst-case scenarios, and to present a proposed loan to a credit committee both orally and in writing.

I liked what I did very much, but I also learned an important thing that turned me off to that field on a long-term basis—mainly that successful lenders became more and more responsible for selling as they moved up the corporate ladder. That did not mesh well with my personality; I am an introvert who prefers to work behind the scenes rather than on the frontline.

So, while still working as a corporate lender, I quietly applied for several advertising positions. Unfortunately, I was not able to land an interview. I looked like a career changer with no background to leverage. And that is what I was.

So off to business school I went—to gain exposure to additional fields (e.g., marketing, operations, organizational behavior, etc.) and the credibility I thought I needed to open the door to a wider array of career options.

In business school, I took a detailed personality test—one with hundreds of questions (bubbles) to fill with a No. 2 pencil. The assessment indicated that I had high interests in analytical and creative areas and suggested that I pursue those kinds of roles. Interestingly, a counselor told me that I would probably have to pick one of these two areas to focus on for my career and to get my “fix” in the other area through hobbies.

That knowledge pointed me in a more defined set of directions. The business school I attended helped to open doors, and an internship in consumer product marketing helped me to try out this field of interest to confirm that what I thought I wanted to do was indeed a decent choice for me.

I was fortunate in that I was able to garner a job in marketing. Initially, I worked in brand management combining both art (e.g., leading the development of storyboards for ads and videos, the selection of package designs, etc.) and science (e.g., calculating break-evens; analyzing sensitivities; and monitoring overall sales volume, shelf facings, distribution, coupon redemptions, and promotional trade-offs). Eventually, I moved into business-to-business marketing and then into related strategy roles. All of this led up to where I am today, working on strategy and implementation and both business-to-business and business-to-consumer marketing. I like where I am now, having stayed in the field for decades now, but who knows? I may have another career in me when I get closer to retirement age.

When did you first realize that you were interested in your profession? If this occurred during high school, how did you pursue this interest as a high school student?

I did not know in high school—or college or even in the early part of my career—what I wanted to do. Some people know very early on. Not me. No way. No, siree.

Personally, I think it’s difficult to determine which careers to explore when you’re young because you are still growing into yourself, figuring out who you are and what’s important to you, and most likely have not had a substantive chance to try out different work-oriented roles to see what they’re actually like.

The good news is that it’s okay if you don’t know what you want to do. Lots of people don’t know and figure it out as they go.

How did you break into the industry associated with your profession? What advice would you have for a high school student who is interested in breaking into the same industry?

I broke into marketing by seeking out a brand management internship with a well-known manufacturer of consumer package goods. I was fortunate enough not only to get such an internship, but to get one with an industry leader (which provided “street cred” and made the experience look more transferrable to competitors and others). I was also lucky enough to be able to prove myself in the role and to receive an offer for more permanent employment.

I actually had a blast working as an intern; work seems less like work when you like what you do and are surrounded by people you like. (Mind you, as one of my former roommates put it: work is still work. If it’s not hard or difficult, everyone would want to do it for the fun of it and you wouldn’t get paid.)

What are some aspects of your profession that the average high school student would not know but should know? What are some aspects that surprise you about your profession?

In my humble opinion, the key is to learn “base” skills, like how to communicate, how to figure things out, how to prioritize, and how to manage your time.

These are the skills to learn in high school (and college and afterwards). These are the skills you’ll apply on the



	•Ask people (e.g., your parents, your parents’ friends, your friends’ parents) about what they do for a living.

	•Network; ask friends, friends of friends, and extended family for informational interviews and/or the ability to shadow people in their jobs for a day (perhaps for Bring Your Sons and Daughters to Work Day, even if you are not literally the son or daughter of the employee in question, as workplaces often organize special activities for that day).

	•Look for internships, volunteer to work on projects in your field of interest, or create your own project (as the Editor of What’s the “Right” Career? has done). Summer break is a great time for this…. Then, keep “rinsing and repeating” until you find something you love.













	1.It blends art and science.

	2.It brings together strategy and implementation.

	3.I never get tired of what I do. There’s always a new challenge: changing tastes and technological advancements mean it’s forever evolving.





	1.Everybody thinks they know marketing.

	2.People tend to think about their own experiences and what they like or would do. This natural tendency is often difficult to combat. With marketing, however, one has to get beyond that to recognize that it’s not about what you want or what you would do; it’s actually about what the customer wants and what the customer would do. Frequently, your profile isn’t going to match a target customer’s persona, meaning you have to at least temporarily put yourself in a different mindset—the customer’s mindset.

	3.Marketing involves crafting a focused message, but, often, the people involved in crafting that message embrace the kitchen sink in an effort to please various (dare I say “all”?) internal parties involved in the development process. The answer to the question “What is the one (or first) thing you want a customer to know?” shouldn’t be everything under the sun. That’s too much to communicate in a headline, and attention spans run short.




DIRECTOR OF MARKETING






















	1.Marketing and design is about problem-solving, and I love trying to figure out the best way to make someone understand what I am trying to explain.

	2.Getting to start with a blank page and create something from nothing. This was one of my drivers to go into design. The thought of doing the same job every day for the rest of my life was terrifying to me in high school.

	3.Working in a group of creative people.






	1.Sometimes there are people that are hard to work with; not all creative people are also collaborative.

	2.Sometimes no matter how you try, your idea will not fly, will not get approved, and/or will change from your concept to an unrecognizable end. Art professions require compromise and thick skin. It’s not a bad thing, just is.







FOUNDER AND MANAGING PARTNER (STRATEGY)






























	1.The rapidly changing, always-evolving tech space. The tech space does not stop, even when you want it to. There is always something new to learn, test, and try.

	2.Even though we work with technology, at the end of the day we work for people. We build things that people use, and people are the center of everything that we do. We are a people company!

	3.The people I get to work with are great. My father works at my company, as does my best friend of twenty years. I trust the team, and know they have my back, just as I have theirs. This is more to do with my current job than my profession.





	1.Money. As a small business, everything comes down to money (got to pay the bills), and factoring that in is something that I dislike. Sometimes you cannot do what you want to do or what you know is right, simply because of a lack of funds.

	2.Rapid change. Yes, I list this as a plus as well, but it is also a negative. Sometimes I wish the world would just stand still a little while so I could catch up!

	3.The lack of standardization, accountability, or tried-and-true approaches. Given that my industry is fairly new (twenty years tops), there are nowhere near the established and accepted processes that other industries enjoy. This is an opportunity, but it also means that you are often wading through uncharted territory.
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