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				The central problem of our age is how to act decisively in the absence of certainty.

				—BERTRAND RUSSELL

				Improvisation involves coming into a situation without rigid expectations or preconceptions. We must keep going forward, fearful or not, and be ready for anything that comes our way. That’s how life is.

				—BOBBY MCFERRIN
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			THE ART OF RISK

			This is a book about risk. Not the adrenaline-spiking, bungee-jumping, double-or-nothing, high-stakes-poker kind of risk, but rather the risks that all of us with jobs and careers and professional ambitions do or don’t take—and which we may or may not even be aware of as we proceed through our working lives. In the deeply uncertain and volatile American workscape of the twenty-first century, individual success and contentment depend upon developing and refining a regular habit of assessing and taking small and sometimes large risks.

			Risk is most often understood as a negative, something foolhardy and always to be avoided. That’s because we humans are evolutionarily conditioned to assume the worst when facing the unknown. Is that berry poisonous? Is that a lion in the distance? For our ancient ancestors, survival depended on the ability to infer a threat and make a split-second decision between fight and flight.

			At the same time we’re also wired to be cautious, to default to the familiar, holding our turf when facing dangers that are less acute. Our protohuman ancestors in east Africa lived in trees. But at a certain point, drought started destroying and shrinking their forests. No doubt for centuries they contemplated leaving their comfortable arboreal existence for life on the ground…and for centuries rejected that option because the dangers—think: lions—were more immediately terrifying than the slow-motion destruction of their age-old habitat. But having gauged the various risk factors over generations, our ancestors ultimately decided to come down out of the trees, accept the risk of predators and the unknown, and colonize the land—and, as it turned out, become human.

			Today we mostly don’t have to deal with the kinds of existential dangers that our ancestors on the African savanna or even in early America faced. But the current upending of the economic and social status quo and of the ways we’ve become accustomed to earning our living is definitely a threat.

			When I graduated from college and started working full-time in the 1970s, most of us expected we’d pick a career and stick with it for life, and working for decades for a single organization was still a common and reasonable scenario. Whether one was a lawyer, manufacturing line worker, teacher, salesperson, or reporter, there was an assumption of a clear, predictable professional trajectory. People anticipated they’d pay their dues, rise through the ranks, and retire with a fixed pension. There were risks, of course, but the risks tended to be short-term and specific—more lion in the grass than long-term drought.

			That’s no longer true. The working world has become a place where risk runs rampant: Secure jobs are becoming obsolete, the industries in which we’ve worked are disappearing altogether, entirely new kinds of businesses are arising overnight, pensions and other retirement benefits are disappearing, we are under constant pressure to stay technologically current, demands on our time in and outside the workplace are expanding—suddenly all these concerns are universal, chronic, and stressful. Even if you’re someone who can reasonably expect to work in one discipline over the course of a lifetime, the need to respond and adapt to technological and organizational upheavals means your work is transforming at a rate similar to that of those who career-hop.

			Circumstances beyond our control can quickly alter our jobs and expectations and long-range plans, for the worse or for the better and sometimes both—a company being sold, a start-up failing, a call from a headhunter, a pension reduced, a chance encounter on a plane with a potential investor, a pink slip. Keeping one’s head down and doing the work competently used to insulate the vast majority of workers from job disruption, but today this approach is among the greatest risks of all. Today’s working world is constantly fluctuating and fast paced. Jobs and job categories are being destroyed and created in a matter of a few years rather than decades, leaving behind people who are uncomfortable with change.

			More and more of us, voluntarily and involuntarily, are making high-risk professional zigs and zags, jumping into the unknown of new working landscapes without much in the way of predictable outcomes or safety nets. The making-it-up-as-they-go-along, self-employed-in-multiple-freelance-jobs, who-knows-what’s-next fraction of the population is growing fast. According to a recent MIT report, approximately half the jobs being created as the economy recovers from the Great Recession will be freelance; and according to a study from the financial services software company Intuit, 40 percent of us, maybe sixty million Americans, will be in some measure self-employed by the end of this decade. These are huge numbers. By the day, we are creating new businesses or professions that barely existed a decade ago. There’s even a new term of art, “solopreneurs,” that encompasses individuals designing apps, creating virtual stores, managing social media, and coaching people in their lives and work.

			Multiple studies suggest that a young person starting work in 2015 must anticipate staying in any single job for an average of just four years and working at as many as a dozen different places over the course of an ever-lengthening working lifetime. And even those of us further along the professional track must assume that we may well be working at something quite different a decade from now.

			The American economy is a reconfigured and reconfiguring one, and modern workplace threats don’t have simple solutions. Job security for almost anyone at any level is a quaint twentieth-century artifact. Today, for most people, to do only one kind of work, let alone work for a single company, is often to consign oneself to disappointment or failure. Each of us is living in a new realm of ambiguity—which can result in an anxiety-producing chronic state of indecision.

			In our working lives, when self-identity and financial well-being hang in the balance, most of us are conservative, reluctant to play the odds aggressively. Risk-taking at work used to be territory reserved for entrepreneurs, a slightly eccentric minority with a special temperament, bold or flaky or both.

			Thirty-eight years ago when I started my career, I didn’t think of myself as a risk taker. But I realize now, having repeatedly quit one job for the next and hopped from one industry to another, I was doing something different from that of most of my contemporaries, or at least those I knew. This was not a strategic decision. I had a wide variety of interests but no particular skill sets, and I felt no urgent calling. Rather than committing myself at the outset to one career, I experimented. My half-dozen distinct professional tracks (banking, international television, magazine publishing, consumer product development and marketing, independent TV production, journalism) and a dozen different jobs within those careers (assistant, sales, marketing director, business development, publisher, entrepreneur, producer, consultant, executive coach, public speaker, magazine writer, author) were all driven by opportunity (being in the right place at the right time to join exciting ventures—Sesame Street, Spy magazine, Nickelodeon); by trial and error and a willingness to start at the bottom again and again; and by a basic faith that, good outcome or bad, I’d cope.

			Part of the reason I repeatedly made what I now see were risky professional decisions—what kind of person leaves a good job with nothing else lined up or even targeted?—is simply who I am. I’ve always been a fundamentally optimistic person, quick to make decisions and trusting in my gut to guide me in the correct direction. As one of two children from a middle-class Kansas City family, I also was brought up with a deeply ingrained sense of Midwestern can-do-ness—raised to believe that if I put my mind to something, I could figure out how to tackle the problem. My spontaneous temperament coupled with the if-I-build-it-they-will-come problem-solving mind-set gave me the confidence to quit job after job, often with nothing else on the horizon. At different times, different triggers were the catalyst: boredom, a sense of a lack of opportunity, feeling undervalued for endless hours of hard work or time on the road, a punishing workload, enthusiasm to be part of something new and exciting—or a combination of more than one of these.

			I used to enviously watch friends graduate from law school and eventually become partners in their firms, or others become physicians after years of dedicated training, or my husband go from being an entry-level writer to an editor in chief in a decade. How gratifying it must be to know what you wanted to do with your life! What was the matter with me that I couldn’t stick with anything longer than a few years? But now, more than three decades into my working life, I watch many of those same friends yearning to quit the inhumane 24/7 grind of practicing law in a big-city firm. Or doctors selling their practices because the U.S. health care system no longer seems focused on patient care. And others being laid off after decades of loyal work. As I see how the world has changed for those who once pursued the secure and steady career path, I no longer feel abashed by my zigzags, I feel lucky.

			 

			
				
					

				

				I always felt alien to friends who knew exactly what they wanted to be. I’m still wondering.

				—DICK CAVETT

				
					

				

			

			 

			What once was viewed with skepticism—going wide and doing a variety of things versus going deep into one profession—can absolutely be a competitive advantage today. Particularly when we’re young. A 2014 study by the National Bureau of Economic Research discovered that the younger workers who sampled more occupations—viewing each successive job hop as a chance to discover the kind of work they find most satisfying—tend to be more financially successful in their thirties and forties. Henry Siu, a professor at the Vancouver School of Economics, University of British Columbia, and one of the authors of the study, reported, “Job-hopping is actually correlated with higher incomes, because people have found better matches—their true calling.”

			I believe that amassing a range of skill sets and professional networks is a requirement to prosper in twenty-first-century work. This doesn’t mean you can’t or shouldn’t aspire to work your entire life in one field, but it does mean that if you choose to be a lawyer, teacher, banker, architect, salesperson, or whatever, it is critical to keep abreast of possible changes in your profession. This notion of diversification can seem risky and counterintuitive in a world of increasing specialization, but specializing as a litigator, for instance, is not incompatible with maintaining an awareness of how those skills might be translated into different kinds of work: public advocacy and policy, educational reform, or work as an in-house counsel.

			Over the years I’ve continued to develop new skills, forge new professional relationships, and allow new mental pathways that have served me well as each industry in which I’ve worked has been transformed. My multiple jobs in multiple industries have given me the chance to develop a variety of income streams; I like to think of it as having multiple legs on my career stool. I used to move sequentially from one position and industry to another—from television sales to textbook publishing to magazine marketing to toy development. Today I do multiple things concurrently: I write books, contribute to print publications, consult with various companies—and am developing a plan to launch a Web-based home-furnishings business with a graphic designer and partnering with another friend to develop a new media app. Each project is at a different stage of development, but the key for me is that if any one or even two of them were to disappear or come to naught, I’d still have other solid revenue streams.

			 

			
				
					

				

				He has half the deed done, who has made a beginning.

				—HORACE, EPISTLES

				
					

				

			

			 

			I know firsthand that today more than ever, the difference between professional success and failure lies in one’s mastery of the art—and yes, it’s an art—of taking risks. Today we all need to think and behave more like entrepreneurs. This is not your parents’ working world. But even as the need increases for each of us to think more and more creatively and proactively and continuously about how to craft a satisfying working life, I think we have also become less and less certain about how to do that—or even of what kinds of possibilities exist. Ten years ago, if you’d asked mortgage brokers at Countrywide Financial or book buyers at Borders if they’d be in the same job in 2015, the majority probably would have said yes. And who could have anticipated a decade ago that they might be working for a massively successful company that enabled people to publish and share videos (YouTube) or digital snapshots (Instagram) or one that sells people a personal genetic analysis (23andMe)? “Our age of anxiety is, in great part, the result of trying to do today’s jobs with yesterday’s tools,” Marshall McLuhan wrote—in 1967, when we still pretty much knew what tomorrow’s jobs would be and our economy and culture had barely begun their accelerating process of thoroughgoing transformation.

			THE RISK/REWARD STUDY

			To get a deeper, and more than just anecdotal, sense of this shifting landscape and an overall insight into what Americans are thinking and feeling about work, I partnered with the research team at J. Walter Thompson, one of the largest advertising agencies in the world. At the turn of this century, JWT began tracking the things that were making Americans anxious. One of their consistent findings has been that at any given moment in time, about half of all Americans are feeling anxious about work.

			In March 2012, January 2013, and May 2014, JWT and I conducted three national surveys of employed Americans, a representative sample (respectively 857, 800, and 650 respondents) of men and women in all fifty states working in a wide range of jobs and fields. We posed open-ended questions about the centrality of work to people’s identities and the degree of control they felt they had over their working lives. The results were startling on multiple fronts. Only four in ten people think they will be in the same job five years from now. More than half are considering changing not merely their jobs, but their careers. Think of that: A majority of Americans are dissatisfied enough with their working lives that they seriously dream of an entirely new occupational path.

			But there is a huge gap between the daydream of a new occupation and moving toward it, between thinking one needs to make a significant professional shift and actually doing anything about it. In our surveys, 46 percent of the people who want to change their jobs have not taken any concrete steps toward preparing for the lane changes they’re contemplating. In the face of today’s deep economic uncertainty, this is a dangerous disconnect.

			We are restless. And we are paralyzed. So what’s stopping us from moving forward?

			We conducted these surveys as the economy was still only fitfully beginning to recover from the Great Recession, so it was no surprise that more than half of the people said that financial concerns inhibited their willingness to risk a job change. But the story is a lot more complicated than worry about paying the rent and car and grocery bills. Beyond the prospective financial risks of changing careers, these people described being held back because they don’t have the time and mental bandwidth to explore new jobs or occupations. And among the younger cohort, “self-doubt” most commonly prevented respondents from pursuing new work, while a plurality of those in their fifties cited “fear of starting over” as the main obstacle to changing jobs or careers.

			A whopping 80 percent of our respondents from all age groups said they were uncomfortable when faced with work-related ambiguity. This is troubling in an economy whose defining characteristic is uncertainty. And an increasing number of people in the prime of their working lives said they felt exhausted by the work-life choices they were obliged to parse.

			In other words, we are not pursuing our dream jobs in large part because we’re afraid, confused, and exhausted. And living in a perpetually fraught and anxious state, knowing fundamental change is coming but not exactly when or how, leaves many of us feeling anxious and drained as well as uninspired in our current jobs.

			In my last book, It’s Always Personal, I explored the subtle ways in which the neurobiology of emotion affects us at work. Similar to the findings of my new research with JWT, almost half of those we surveyed for that book reported experiencing fear and anxiety—key emotions involved in both avoiding and taking risks on the job. It is important to understand what this means in today’s perplexing workscape. When we are exposed to something out of the ordinary, something we perceive as “risky,” our bodies produce the stress hormone cortisol, priming us to fight or flee. This happens whether the new situation is actually threatening or merely unfamiliar. We wouldn’t have survived as a species were we not hardwired to respond to potential danger. And that’s okay when serious threats are few and far between—a kid dashing into the street to retrieve a ball or an annual performance evaluation—because our bodies can gear up, deal with it, and return to normal. But when we are constantly bombarded by the new, when the threats are ambiguous and chronic—as in so many of today’s work environments—our bodies remain on high alert and in a state of constant negative arousal. This isn’t a good thing.

			Our ideal state for calculating risks at work is a sort of Goldilocks mode—too little change and we get bored, too much instability or upheaval and we shut down. When problems feel manageable and when we have the time and tools to process and understand our various options—when they feel like challenges—that’s when we are operating at our best. A certain amount of uncertainty is good, keeping us alert, pushing us to think about change; but too much is overwhelming. To keep growing and remain employable, it’s important for each of us to be aware of this delicate balance, a balance that requires both continually pushing boundaries of knowledge and competence and taking time for contemplation. “Jumping to conclusions,” writes Nobel Prize–winning behavioral economist Daniel Kahneman in Thinking, Fast and Slow, “is risky when the situation is unfamiliar, the stakes are high, and there is no time to collect more information.”

			Where are the stakes higher and the information more ambiguous than in the choice of how to earn a living? And how does one figure out when to play it safe and when to take a leap? By experimentation. By embracing risk. Incorporating regular, modest gestures of risk-taking into our daily working lives is the first step toward navigating and thriving in this new landscape and working toward that dream job.

			RISK AS A PRACTICE

			The kind of risk-taking I’m talking about is thoughtful and continuous. It doesn’t mean quitting a job on a whim, signing a lease on office space before drafting a business plan, or launching a product without a comprehensive competitive analysis. At the start it’s modest and incremental, a matter of developing a continual habit of mind, a perpetual sense of nimbleness—which bit by bit and day by day will lead to significant change and long-term professional resilience and relevance. It means learning to ask questions of bosses and colleagues and peers day in and day out, developing an attitude of perpetual curiosity. It means getting out of your comfort zone to build vibrant networks of contacts. It means regularly crafting experiments to test new occupational notions. It means not just sucking it up and accepting the feeling of being undervalued in your workplace. It means sticking your neck out to try something new and accepting the possibility that you might fail. And after inevitable setbacks or mistakes, it means getting back up and at it, willing to try again. It means visualizing your working life as if you’re an acrobat, acquiring the assorted skills that make walking the professional tightrope a familiar thing, so that you are poised to leap from one trapeze bar to another, learning to accept the midair untethering between one gig and the next, praying your timing is good enough to make the catch, knowing how to fall safely if this time it is not.

			In today’s working world, our instinctual fight or flight responses still make sense—although in a much subtler, more complex, generally nonviolent, and not necessarily physical way. In this context, “fighting” doesn’t mean hurting or scaring or yelling at other people. Rather, it means a willingness to see and confront and fix problems around you and in your own head, sometimes painfully—to fight to create work that works for you. And “fleeing” means getting out of your workplace, your organization, your field, to meet new people and discover new ways of working and thinking, because staying put is often a path to obsolescence—and, if necessary, it means literally fleeing, quitting your no-hope job or unsatisfying career.

			Conscious, consistent, modest risk-taking will help you become more open, more able to recognize opportunity when it crosses your path, and more likely to seize the chance to make the right big change at the right moment. Regular risk exercises and experiments will help you find that sweet spot between having too little information to take prudent action and demanding so much information that you fail to take action at the opportune moment. By placing multiple bets of different kinds and sizes—meeting new people, learning new skills, freelancing or volunteering in new workplaces, having occupational sidelines—you will expand your network and understanding of your plausible options, minimizing the potential for any one misstep to be disastrous.

			 

			
				
					

				

				What’s risky is realizing you’ve never terrified yourself with a flying leap

				—ANNA QUINDLEN

				
					

				

			

			 

			A regular practice of risk-taking before reaching now-or-never crises and inflection points of “I quit!” crises will help you develop a career philosophy and let go of the notion that you must have a perfect, fixed career plan. Such an inflexible life itinerary is increasingly impossible in today’s working world, and instead I propose developing a mind-set of everyday self-reflection and an empirical practice of intelligence gathering and trial-and-error experimentation. Plans can and will be undone by factors beyond our control. A consistent philosophy of risk-taking, however, prepares us for the course corrections that we’ll inevitably have to make to thrive in our careers.

			To help get a better handle on what different kinds of risk look like, I traveled the country; I had conversations with people working in very different environments and at very different levels. I talked to highly successful people for their perspectives on the role risk-taking played in their careers. I probed the findings of academic and clinical experts for insight into behavioral economics and the psychology of choice. And I mined the extensive data J. Walter Thompson and I unearthed in an effort to understand the changing nature of work and risk today.

			Risk/Reward is the synthesis of this journey. It’s meant to be your guide to bridging the gap between just thinking and actually doing, with specific alerts calling out particular self-defeating behaviors and offering risk practices that will help overcome the inertia, the fear, and the confusion that prevent people from moving forward in work—and finding work that provides not just a paycheck, but pleasure and fulfillment.
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