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INTRODUCTION





YEARS AGO, WHEN I GRADUATED from college, I went into a local bookstore and asked the person behind the cash register where I could find The Book. 

What I meant was the book that would tell me all the things I didn’t learn in school: how to get a job, how to navigate friendship and love, how to maintain a good relationship with my family, and, above all, how to stay cool.

I wanted to know whether I’d majored in the wrong thing.

I wanted to know how to “get started,” even if I didn’t know what it was I wanted to do.

I wanted to know how to track down “my passion.”

And how I should go about pursuing that passion once I knew what it was.

I wanted to know how to deal with relationships: new ones, old ones, breakups, and how to ready myself for “The One.”

I wanted to know how to be with my parents.

And I wanted to know how to stay sane through the whole process.

In other words: I wanted to know a
lot. And jumping into the great sea that is Life-after-College, with all its crosscurrents and crashing waves and changing tides, without any of this information, seemed a very dangerous leap. Which was why I went in search of a kind of life preserver: nothing epic, nothing too serious—just some guidance I could carry around with me, ideally in one hand. 

Unfortunately, I was told no such book existed.

So I had to answer all those questions for myself.
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Needless to say, I wasn’t equipped to write my own version of The Book for many years. But when I had done my best to answer all my own questions, I set about writing a version of what you hold in your hands: the book I believe every new college graduate should have the benefit of reading. It contains not just the wisdom I’ve gained over my own time spent in “the real world,” but also the collective wisdom of many of my favorite people, friends and role models alike—all of whom have something to offer of enormous value to anyone just starting out—whether that’s you, the graduate in your life, or indeed any curious reader in pursuit of a little advice. 

So here you are: Higher Education. I hope it helps you—and those you share it with—achieve everything you desire … 

And more.









PART 1 
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CAREERS






  

CHAPTER 1
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YOU MAJORED IN THE RIGHT THING





Map out your future, but do it in pencil.



  






—JON BON JOVI






“I THINK I MAJORED IN
the wrong thing!” 

“There aren’t any jobs open for people with my major.” 

“I majored in one subject, but now I want to do something
else.” 

Does this sound like you?

Here’s the thing: It sounds like a lot of people just out of college. But your major doesn’t matter nearly as much as you probably think it does. It certainly doesn’t matter as much to your prospective employers as it does to you. Of course, if you want to be a doctor but weren’t premed, or if you want to be an engineer but never took an advanced math course, you’ll have to go back and learn the fundamentals. But for most people, their college major is only the beginning of the story.

The very beginning. The “Once upon a time” part of your life. 

Or at least it will be, soon enough. Trust me. What you majored in certainly says something about who you are and what interests you, but it isn’t going to make or break your career. You’re not stuck there. 

The keys to your job prospects are your character, work ethic, and potential—in other words, your ability to give a prospective employer a reason to hire you. That’s what employers are looking for, and that’s what I’m going to talk about here.

I know what you may be thinking: Yeah, right. 

Don’t worry. We’ll get there. We’ll cover all the bases. For now, the important thing to digest is just this:

You majored in the right thing.

Really.

You did.
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Still need convincing?

Let’s say you majored in French, but you don’t want to be a language instructor, translator, professor, or interpreter at the United Nations. You’ve thought about it quite a bit, and what you really think you would enjoy is being an advertising copywriter. Not only that, but you’ve just come across an online job posting for an assistant copywriting position at an ad agency. But you researched it and found out they don’t do ads in French. So now you’re thinking, Why would they hire someone who
studied French?


And while you’re giving yourself a hard time for having wasted 4 years, the window of opportunity closes because the ad agency hires someone with a degree in … Spanish.

Why?




Because the Spanish studies grad showed up and made a successful case for herself.

And how did she do that?

Well, she said that even though she doesn’t have any actual copywriting experience, she’s eager to learn and willing to work hard.

So far, so good.

But what about the “Moment of Truth”?

What happened when the interviewer said, “But you majored in Spanish. This job is in copywriting. Our work’s primarily in English.”

What did she say?

“I majored in Spanish because I love Márquez and Allende, because I wanted to learn a new language, and because my favorite freshman seminar was 20th-Century South American Fiction and Political Change.”

Wow!

Wait … what?

“Basically,” she added, “I love words, I love language, and I love how people use language to persuade mass audiences.”

And this, if you think about it, is exactly what an ad exec looking for an assistant copywriter wants to hear.

But hold on! you may be thinking now. I don’t speak a foreign
language. I don’t know anything about 20th-century South
American fiction. Who is Márquez? Who is Allende? I didn’t
have a favorite freshman seminar. As a matter of fact, as a
freshman I was just focused on having a good time, getting to
class in one piece, and not embarrassing myself. 

It doesn’t matter. The point is this: No matter how unrelated your major may seem to you, you should be proud of what you chose to study for 4 years, and you should find ways to make it relevant to your
story. 

Yes, even your major. 

Keep reading.
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Part of the reason your major was “right” is that your choice of a major is an honest part of who you are, and that’s exactly what a prospective employer wants to learn more about: you. 

Virtually every person I’ve ever met in charge of entry-level hiring (and I have known many such people, across many different industries) insists that—assuming your résumé does not contain any blatant typos—the real deciding factors lie beyond the mere piece of paper.

They lie within you.

Think of it this way: A job interview is like a first date. Both you and your interviewer should be trying to figure out whether you want to spend a lot more time—probably all day, 5 days a week—in each other’s company.

If you feel bad about your major, or you can’t think of a single reason why it can be seen as relevant to the job—or if you’ve already decided that French is bound to be nothing more than a hobby down the road—you lose an opportunity to give the interviewer what he or she wants: some insight into how confident you are, what inspires you, and how you make decisions.

Here’s the thing: People on first dates are interested in confident people.

People on first dates are interested in interesting people.




Your major tells a story about you—if you choose to tell it. 

So find a way to tell it!

Having majored in a discipline that reflects a passion, whatever that passion may be—film history or geography or playing the violin—is interesting, and that’s a plus. Who wants to spend 40-plus hours a week with someone boring? You wouldn’t. 

Now maybe you’re thinking, But my major wasn’t my passion. I’m not even sure I have a passion!


That’s okay, too. You just need to be a little more creative in telling your story. In the next chapter, I’ll talk about how to take the first step—even if you don’t know what you want to do. And later in the book, I’ll have a lot to say about finding your passion. For now, just keep in mind that many hugely successful and thoroughly fulfilled people graduated with absolutely
no
idea of what they wanted to do or where to start. So don’t worry. 

Yes, even you, who majored in Gaelic translations of Renaissance literature.
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Let’s consider a few more scenarios.

You majored in psychology, but you’ve since become really intrigued by the prospect of working for a film agency because you love movies. So you explore online and identify a few agencies. You send your résumé and a cover letter to, say, 10 of them.

Two weeks later, one of them invites you in for an interview. Congratulations!

Cut to:





INTERVIEWER: So why do you want to work for a film agency? 

YOU: Well, I love movies. 

INTERVIEWER: It says here you were a psychology major. 

YOU: Yes, I chose psychology because I’m also really interested in what motivates people to make certain decisions and deal with crises—which, of course, is the arc for the plots of great movies. And psychology also taught me how to be convincing, which I think is a good foundation for being a successful negotiator. 




Hired!

It isn’t always so straightforward, of course—but you’d be surprised by how often it is. Keep in mind that when an interviewer asks you about what you studied in college, she’s not really trying to brush up on whatever it is that you studied in college. She’s trying to learn about you—what you’ve accomplished, how you feel about it, and what makes you tick.

But maybe she’s still not convinced. What if she frowns in confusion at your résumé and throws you a fastball:

“So what makes you think you’d be a good [copywriter/film agent]?” she asks, point-blank.

Moment of Truth Number Two.

If your major really doesn’t seem to correspond with the field you’re trying to break into—if you’re a biochem major sitting in that ad agency office, for example—well, naturally you’ll need to work a little bit harder to convince the senior copywriter to hire you. 




Put yourself in her position: Why should she take you over someone with a double major in communications and creative writing? What would convince you to give you a chance? 

Don’t worry. This question isn’t as hard to answer as you may think it is.

In this instance, why not go to the interview armed with some examples of what you can do? Roll up your sleeves and take a stab at writing some ad copy for a product you know well, and then have a friend (preferably someone honest, or already in the field) look it over and give you feedback. Read up a little about how to write effective ad copy, or, if you have the time and money, take a 1-day course (see Chapter 3). The point is, if you can write good ad copy, or even copy that needs some polishing but shows promise, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t stand as good a chance as—if not better than—the woman who double-majored in communications and creative writing but showed up to her interview empty-handed.

Let’s look at another example.

Say you majored in physical therapy. You always thought you’d become a therapist eventually, but now you’re not quite ready to continue with the necessary training. Meanwhile, you’ve noticed that the YMCA where you’ve been taking dance classes has an entry-level job opening—in the Fund-Raising and Development Office.

And suddenly you think, Hey. That might be interesting. 

So you send in your résumé, and, miracle of miracles, you’re granted an interview. It’s the night before, and you’re trying to come up with a reason why the head of the Fund-Raising and Development Office should hire you, of all people. 




Rehearse in advance, in your room, with an imaginary interviewer.

Picture your interviewer. She looks at your résumé and cuts right to the chase:

“What makes you qualified for this job?”

You say: “Well, I love to dance, which is why I started taking classes here—and I’ve been very impressed. The classes are fantastic. I think the Y is a great resource that too few people know about, and I really want to help it thrive. And because I majored in physical therapy—which I initially chose because I’m athletic and enjoy helping people—I’ve learned a lot of strategies for dealing with people’s physical and psychological needs, and also about the importance of staying healthy. So I think all of these things would help me present the Y in a very favorable light to potential donors.”

Great!

But will the director be convinced?

Maybe we need to take it a step further. How does physical therapy relate specifically to fund-raising and development?

Ask yourself, Have I ever done anything remotely like fund-raising?


Okay. Let’s brainstorm.

Remember that time you participated in a____that led to___?

There’s a template. Can you fill in the blanks?

“Yes,” you say, “I remember the time I participated in a tailgate
party that led to my arrest.” 

No!

(This is why we rehearse.)

Let’s try again.




Was there a charity drive you led in college that helped to raise money?

Yes? Excellent!

Mention it at the interview. Now, that’s impressive! 

Ah … but the drive wasn’t successful?

Then how about this:

Remember that charity drive you led in college that didn’t raise much money, but you learned so much doing it? 

That’s it. That’s just what the Fund-Raising and Development director wants to hear!

What? There was no charity drive, you say?

Well, then, here’s a situation where your golden ticket might require a little advance legwork. Get on Google, or go to the library or a bookstore, and read up on how to be a successful fund-raiser. Maybe even make a list of all the companies you can think of that might be willing to donate to the Y.

Your Y. 

The one you’ve come to love and want to help raise money for, so it can afford new facilities, state-of-the-art equipment, top-notch instructors, a smoothie bar, and a sauna.

Soon you’ll be ready to nail the interview and get the job.

But it doesn’t matter whether I think I majored in the right
thing or the wrong thing, some of you are thinking now, because
I can’t even get an interview! 


Well, you’re not alone. The good news is that there are many ways to expand your network and get your foot in the door. It will probably even be through someone you already know (More on this in Chapter 3.)

But for now, telling yourself, “I majored in the wrong thing” is self-destructive. In every situation, we can choose either to tear ourselves down or to build ourselves up. The goal always, but especially now, at this really challenging time of your life, is to build yourself up. 


SOME FAMOUS PEOPLE AND THEIR COLLEGE MAJORS
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Bruce Bodaken, chairman, president, and CEO of Blue
Shield of California: Philosophy 


Kevin Costner, actor: Business marketing and finance 


Katie Couric, broadcast journalist: American studies 


Mario Cuomo, former governor of New York: English 


Carly Fiorina, president, CEO, and chairman of the board
of Hewlett-Packard: Medieval history and philosophy 


Art Garfunkel, musician: Mathematics 


Mia Hamm, soccer player: Political science 


Mick Jagger, rock star: Economics 


John F. Kennedy, president: History 


Bruce Lee, martial artist/actor: Philosophy 


Janet Reno, US attorney general: Chemistry 


Sally Ride, astronaut: English 


Willard Scott, broadcast weatherman: Religious studies 


David Souter, Supreme Court justice: Philosophy 


Steven Spielberg, director: English 


Juanita Kidd Stout, federal judge: Music 





So remember: You majored in something. And that something is a story about who you are and what you’ve learned and what you’ve gained. People want to hear that story. So when you do get your interview—and you will—dress appropriately, tuck in your shirt, comb your hair, and walk into that room confident that the person across the desk won’t be thinking about your major so much as focusing on who you are and what you can bring to the table. 

Bring it all.








CHAPTER 2
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YOU DON’T NEED TO KNOW WHAT YOU’RE GOING TO DO …





Wisdom consists not so much in knowing what to do, but knowing what to do next.


 


—HERBERT HOOVER






BUT YOU DO NEED TO start doing it. Now that you know it’s possible to move forward whatever your major happened to be, new questions arise: 

“How do I take the first step?” 

“Where do I start?” 

“What if it’s the wrong first step?” 

Every year I travel the country speaking to groups of college seniors and new grads. As they enter the room, their faces tell the whole story:

He-e-e-l-l-l-p-p-p!

They arrive visibly distressed—eyes wide, lips drawn—and they usually fall into one of two categories.

	Those who have no idea whatsoever of what they want to do.


	Those who do have an idea but aren’t sure it’s “right.” 




Does this sound familiar?

Then I talk for about 45 minutes, and, in 99 cases out of 100, the audience members are transformed into calm and inspired—and sometimes even exuberant—people.

I’m not a magician, so what’s my secret?

In the course of those 45 minutes, I cover many areas, but I actually talk about one thing more than any other. I tell them that they need to get started even if they don’t know exactly what
it is they want to do. Of course, this also applies to those who do have an idea of what career they plan to pursue, because they’re often beset by similar worries. Few people are 100 percent sure. 

“But what does ‘Just get started?’ mean?” I hear a voice asking. “How am I supposed to start doing ‘it’ if I don’t know
what ‘it’ is?” 

Or:

“I have a pretty definite idea of what I want to do, but I’m
afraid I’ll be stuck in that field for the rest of my life!” 

Here’s the secret. This is why you can truly relax:


All roads lead to Rome.


I can almost hear your reply.

“What the @#$%! does that mean?” 

A little story: Fifty years ago, long before our time, people used to say, “What the Sam Hill does that mean?” Because this millionaire, Sam Hill, built a museum in the middle of nowhere, in rural Washington, and no one could figure out why he put it there.




Feel better?

No?

Okay. Back to Rome. What I mean when I say all roads lead there is this:


Skill sets are transferable.


And what does that mean? Now a story will definitely help. 

I know a woman who graduated from college with a bachelor’s degree in theater arts. She wanted to direct plays, and within 5 years, she was doing it. She became a successful theater director. And then she got tired of directing and decided that what she really wanted to be was a lawyer.

Imagine! What if you graduated with a degree in theater arts and then decided you wanted to be a lawyer? How would that feel? Or imagine becoming successful at the one thing you’d dreamed of doing all your life, and then realizing you actually wanted to do something else and had to start all over again from the beginning. 

Yet it’s not as strange as it seems. The woman became a successful lawyer.

Maybe your first reaction is “Yeah, but what a waste of
time her first career was.” That’s how I would have reacted years ago. It would have seemed to me that someone should have told her, the day she graduated from college, “Forget theater. You should be a lawyer.” 

But skill sets are transferable, which means directing wasn’t a waste of her time at all.

Think about it this way: What skills are common to these two fields?




To begin with, as a director, my friend was coaching actors to deliver convincing performances to an audience. Naturally. And as a lawyer? She became a litigator—the person who stands in front of a jury and makes a compelling case for her clients.

You see? My friend’s directing experience was, in many ways, the perfect training for giving moving “performances” to juries. So her first career was hardly a waste of time. It was preparation. 

But here’s the key: When my friend “just got started” in her first career as a theater director, she wasn’t thinking, But this is
just temporary. One day I’ll be a lawyer. 

She didn’t know.

She had no idea.

She was just doing the first thing with integrity, which means she did this as well as she could. She showed up on time, took the job seriously, and tried every day to be the best theater director she could be. Does that mean she was perfect? No. That she never had second thoughts? No. That she was always motivated? No. That she always enjoyed it? No.

But she’d decided to start there, and she did her best. And
that’s all you need to do, as well. 

You don’t have to know your path in advance. In fact, you usually can’t.

To take this a step further: If you start in an area and you’re not sure if it’s right for you, it can still lead to an area that will be. So you can take a leap.

Getting back to my friend’s case, there are other skill sets her two fields share: Both directors and lawyers need to have research skills and the ability to multitask.




The point is, as different as they may seem on a résumé, one feeds into the other.

So you can get started. Doing something.

Yes, even that thing, the one you’re not so sure of. 

Don’t worry so much about where it will lead. That will become apparent later.
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Career experts say that, on average, people have three or even four careers.

Not jobs: careers!


I know, it’s an exhausting idea. If someone had dropped that little pearl into my lap when I was 22 or even 25, I would have embarrassed myself by yelling: “I’m just trying to figure out how to be successful in one career, and you’re telling me I need to pull off four?” 

And how much time would I waste? Four careers? Wouldn’t that take 20 years? Or 30?

But if someone had taken the time to explain to me that all roads lead to Rome—meaning that skills sets are transferable—I think I could have calmed down, because that changes the entire equation.

It means that, provided you always do the best job you possibly can, your time is never wasted—even if you don’t love what you’re doing, and even if you don’t know what’s going to come next. All you need to do right now is run with the leading career choice—or the best job prospect that’s been offered to you, or maybe even the only job that’s been offered to you—and take your first step. 




And remember, most important: Your initial job—your initial career—is only your first stop, not your last. 


SIX DEGREES


Have you ever heard of Six Degrees of Separation?


It was a play, and then a movie with Will Smith, based on the idea that everyone on the planet is connected by no more than six degrees. You know someone who knows someone, who knows someone, who knows someone, who knows someone, who knows any sports star. Any movie star. A peasant girl halfway around the world. A president.

I love the Web site www.oracleofbacon.org. You can enter any actor and it links that actor to Kevin Bacon in very few steps, presumably six degrees or less. The idea is that Kevin Bacon has done so many movies, he’s crossed everyone’s path!  

JOSH HARTNETT


was in The Black Dahlia with Steve Eastin, 

who was in Rails and Ties with Kevin Bacon. 

Two degrees of separation.

KATIE HOLMES


was in Wonder Boys with James Kisicki, 

who was in Telling Lies in America with Kevin Bacon. 

 

Again, two degrees of separation.

I wanted to find an example with six juicy degrees, so I put in Clark Gable. After all, the guy died in 1960! But I still found this: 

CLARK GABLE


was in The Misfits with Eli Wallach, 

who was in Mystic River with Kevin Bacon. 

Two degrees.

Incredible.

Now, here’s the thing: The Six Degrees trick also works in Six Degrees of Professions.

So, let’s say you’re frustrated about where to begin. You don’t know what you want to do.

You’ll probably tend to think in terms of “career areas,” which can be intimidating. There’s:


Academia

The Arts

Finance

Health Care

Law

Media

Public Relations

Science





And that’s to name just a few. Even if you do have an idea of what you want to do, these areas might seem like fortresses or prisons: hard to break into, and maybe even harder to get out of. 

But they aren’t.

So how can you hop from one to another?




More to the point, can you just hop from one to another? 

Again, I’d ask you to forget the “areas,” which are just labels, really, and think in terms of skill sets instead.

Another story:

I know a guy who was driving to the train station in a wealthy suburb of New York City when he saw a woman walking six dogs. He stopped the car and stared at her. His job in real estate was lucrative and prestigious, but he was bored … and he loved dogs. He knew he couldn’t throw it all away to become a dog walker, but still, he felt frustrated by where he was in life, and intrigued by where this woman was. 

I asked him and I’ll ask you: How many degrees of separation do you think there are between real estate and professional pet care?

This is what we came up with: two.

Because of kennels.

Think about it. What are kennels, really? Little hotels for dogs and cats. They check in. They check out.

So how would my friend’s work in real estate have prepared him for professional pet care?

Well, his career in real estate had taught him the business end: finding the right location, renting at the right price, administrating income and expenses for a rental property (specifically a hotel), and financing the project.

All he needed to do was learn more about the daily care of dogs and cats. He and his wife used to take care of his friends’ dogs when they went on vacation, so he wasn’t exactly starting from scratch there, either.

So back to the question: How many degrees of separation are there? If you put real estate on one end, kennels in the middle, and pet care on the other end: 
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