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Introduction

THIS IS NOT ANOTHER “CORPORATE TOOLS FOR CORPORATE TOOLS” HANDBOOK.
THIS IS NOT another “Corporate Tools for Corporate Tools” handbook. There are no bogus guarantees or dopey “Twelve Steps to Prosperity” contained inside. In the event that you were hoping for something more along the lines of, say, Seven Elements of a Supremely Powerful Leader, Thirteen Ways to Revolutionize Your Career—and Your Life!, or Ten Habits of Fully Fulfilled People, I’m afraid you’re going to be pretty disappointed. Furthermore, reading this book will not make you smarter, wealthier, or better looking. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a lot of useful stuff in here about how to land a good job and make some noise once you’ve got it, but if you’re a lazy slob…well, let’s just say it’s neither my intent nor my place to wean you off Cheetos and “Celebreality.” It is my intent, however, to help you get a tighter grip on the professional world without losing your identity and becoming a Corporate Tool. More on this in a moment.
This is a book of career advice for the pop culture generation. I’m talking about those of us who grew up with music videos, the Internet, and reality television. We were there when Jeremy spoke in class, Kanye dropped out, and Donna Martin graduated. Throughout our formative years in the ’80s and ’90s, we learned important lessons from pop culture professors, and I see no reason that can’t continue as we shape our professional lives.
You’ll find this book full of examples, anecdotes, and stories pulled from the last twenty years of pop culture—from movies like Anchorman and Clueless, TV shows like Survivor and Project Runway, and from musicians like Metallica and Hanson (don’t worry, you’ll understand that last one when you get there). Who knew that watching Steve Carell fail with the ladies could help you communicate at work, or that Mean Girls and Donnie Brasco could help you get a life outside the office?
CORPORATE TOOLS DEFINED
So, what exactly is a Corporate Tool? Unfortunately, there is no precise definition of the term. Social scientists, business leaders, and bartenders at Applebee’s haven’t been able to reach a consensus. To me, Corporate Tools are professionals without perspective. They are blindly loyal to their organizations and bring a “Thank you, sir, may I have another?” mentality to work each day. They are so severely indoctrinated into a given professional culture that they lose touch with life outside the office. Much like the royal advisors in The Emperor’s New Clothes, Corporate Tools strut around town with their chests puffed out, praising the emperor’s (or the boss’s) style in defiance of their own senses. In other words, they own a lot of Dockers but they don’t wear the pants, ya dig?
Corporate Tools don’t usually like their jobs. Oh sure, they’ll tell you that they do, but it’s obvious that they’re full of it. If they liked their jobs, they wouldn’t go on and on about the material rewards they earn as opposed to the work they do. They wouldn’t get so defensive when people utter even moderately negative comments about their employers. And they wouldn’t keep saying, “How cool would it be if I could do that for a living,” every time they watched CSI, Iron Chef, or HGTV. Corporate Tools hope that by convincing others they love what they’re doing they will come closer to convincing themselves that they aren’t stuck in jobs that are utterly uninspiring.
Here are some additional behaviors and signs that might help you recognize Corporate Tools when you come across them in the wild:
• Corporate Tools overestimate the importance of their jobs by a factor of ten.
Example: “If nobody sold pharmaceuticals, people wouldn’t get the medicine they needed and everyone would DIE.”
• Corporate Tools proudly display motivational artwork (“Successories”) in their workspaces.
Example: I recently saw one piece that showed an eagle flying in the mountains. The caption read: “DARE TO SOAR: Your attitude almost always determines your altitude.” I immediately threw up in my mouth.
• Corporate Tools proudly display electronic devices on their beltlines à la Batman.
Example: I particularly like the people who have multiple Blackberry clips to match different outfits.
• Corporate Tools swear by “mottoes” and “credos” that one might see in an ad for GloboGym or hear on reruns of Kung Fu: The Legend Continues.
Example: “Adversity reveals strength.”
• Corporate Tools find ways to use professional lingo in casual conversation.
Example: “Bill, our room is a mess and your buddies left beer cans all over the apartment. Have you forgotten all the BDPs (Best Demonstrated Practices) we talked about?”
• Corporate Tools frequently add uncomfortable suffixes, left over from their fraternity days, onto the ends of their colleagues’ names.
Example: “Jake-er,” “Kell-dawg,” and “Boone-meister.”
• Corporate Tools take travel points way too seriously.
Example: Don’t be surprised when the fellas throw a party for Janice at Chili’s when she goes platinum with Marriott or joins the Hertz # 1 Club Gold. High fives and Southwestern Egg Rolls for everyone!
• Corporate Tools quote Wall Street, Boiler Room, and Working Girl without irony.
Example: “They say money can’t buy happiness? Look at the fucking smile on my face. Ear to ear, baby.” (Ben Affleck in Boiler Room)
Now, despite what your microbrew-drinking, indie band–listening, track pants–wearing, burnout roommates might say, playing a role in Corporate America DOES NOT make you a Corporate Tool by default. I personally know too many successful, inspired, and generally happy people who work corporate gigs to claim otherwise. The fact is, there are way more cool people working corporate gigs than there are Tools. What’s more, there are plenty of Tools honing their craft outside of Corporate America. Artists, lawyers, nurses, bartenders, and circus performers are not immune. Ya’ll are as much at risk as the rest of us, so pay attention.
In addition to offering advice about interviewing, networking, and handling your business at the office, this book aims to steer you away from the clichéd life and lingo of Corporate Tools. Away from “value-added paradigm shifts” and cheesy people who want to “touch base off-line.” Away from the “synergies,” “home runs,” and “low-hanging fruit” lurking just “outside the box.” Yes, the evil forces of the Dork Side are lurking behind every water cooler and color copier, but you will learn to recognize and repel them. And when you look up from your desk to see a puffed-up Corporate Tool high-fiving and name-dropping his way around the office, you will have the confidence and courage to boldly proclaim: “Whoa, my boss is naked!”
 
So what makes me qualified to write this book? That’s a fair question. After all, I’m just a no-name punk (like many of you) carving out my place in the professional world. I am neither old nor rich. I don’t run a Fortune 100 company or a Fortune 100,000 company. But I do know how to land a job, and get ahead once I’m there. I have studied business culture professionally and academically for the past decade. I have done business in all four corners of the country and held positions in health care, retail development, advertising, movie promotion, and real estate investment. I also hold a master’s degree from Stanford in sociology, focusing on organizations, business, and the economy (though most of my friends are more impressed with my “certificate of achievement” from the Minnesota School of Bartending).
More important, I don’t need to rack my brain to remember what life was like before I had three administrative assistants and stock options. The advice and anecdotes in this book come straight from the street, from twenty-first-century twentysomethings.
 
You may have heard some of this advice before. I’m not out to pretend I’ve developed some groundbreaking psycho-economic theory or discovered a secret Harry Potter–style spell for success (“Fulloshitronium!” ). At the end of the day, my goal is to help you land a good job if you need one, and help you get ahead if you already have one.

PART ONE
Ain’t Nothin’ to It but to Do It

LOOKING FOR A CAREER THAT’S INSPIRING AND IN VOGUE? FREE YOUR MIND AND YOUR BUTT WILL FOLLOW.


CH. 1
Get Up, Get Out, and Do Something

FOLD UP THE FUTON. IT’S TIME TO GO GET YOUR HANDS DIRTY.
HAVE YOU EVER watched the same episode of The Real World three times in a single week? Nothing changes. J.T. always gets arrested on the beach for mouthing off to the bicycle cops, and Lavender still breaks down when forced to confront her addictions to sex and flavored lip gloss…yet you still can’t muster up the motivation to change the channel. Your sweatpants stink, the Wheat Thins are stale, and there’s a chopstick caught between one of the couch cushions and your thigh. It’s been poking you for the last four hours, so you’ve gotten used to the discomfort. It’s 1:30 p.m. on a Wednesday….
If I just described your typical afternoon, you should be aware that you may have come down with a not-so-rare case of post-graduation paralysis, referred to in select medical circles as Midasitis. Midas-itis is a serious psychological disorder that infects millions of twentysomethings every year and is especially common among young people with multiple interests who view themselves as “gifted” or “talented.” The condition is characterized by massive swelling in the entitlement/unrealistic-expectation sector of the brain causing victims to believe that they should only pursue “golden” career opportunities.*1 Unable to quickly identify such utopian employment environments and unwilling to sell themselves short, infected parties inevitably grow depressed and recoil from the real world. Symptoms include (but are not limited to) multiple unfinished movie scripts, untouched graduate school applications, interactive gaming addiction, and/or excessive VH1 viewing.
I caught Midas-itis as a student in Silicon Valley right around Y2K. The Internet was in full boom, and it seemed as though every time I picked up a newspaper there was a picture of some kid (usually not much older than I) who had just turned a computer program into a multimillion-dollar start-up company. Google, eBay, and Napster were close enough to touch, and a constant reminder of the riches awaiting computer science graduates. Naturally, I convinced myself I should study computers, start a dot-com where roller blades and baseball hats were allowed in the office, cash in on a godzillion-dollar IPO (initial public offering), and then ride off into the sunset in a Beemer so tricked out you’d swear it could fly. Only problem: I sucked at computer science. I am not using the term “sucked” lightly, either. I don’t have a single iota of technical talent in my body. I peaked as a computer scientist in elementary school playing “The Oregon Trail” on the Apple IIGS (I was particularly adept at fording rivers and hunting). To add insult to injury, the Internet bubble burst a few months later thereby obliterating my already fading dot-com dream. Even so, I naively assumed that another wave of opportunity would simply wash up on my doorstep, so I waited on the couch and proceeded to lose three months of my life to Behind the Music and PlayStation.
Luckily, Midas-itis is not difficult to cure. In fact, all you have to do is get over yourself and get off the couch. Get up, get out, and do something! Quit imagining what the working world should look like and start experiencing what it does look like. There’s a reason that they call it a “job search.” You need to actively hunt. Will you find a job that allows you to change the world, make millions, and unlock your full range of creative abilities right out of the gate? Doubtful, but so what? Nobody starts at the top. Even Harvard MBAs have to fetch coffee once in a while.
C’mon, would you rather spend the next year out in the world showcasing your talents and figuring out what drives your ambition, or in your parents’ basement trying to figure out which contestant in the “Showcase Showdown” will win a Broyhill bedroom set or drive off in a brand-new Chevy Malibu? Don’t worry about selling out your dreams or wasting your “unique” talents in a windowless cubicle for the next thirty years. The concept of the thirty-year fixed career track expired back when Alex Trebek was still hosting Classic Concentration. So get off your ass and get moving. Ain’t nothin’ to it but to do it.

CH. 2
The Reason Most Bands Suck

YOU NEED TO “COMMIT TO A SOUND” BEFORE YOU CAN GET SIGNED.
FACT: MOST BANDS suck. For every chart-topping Coldplay or Red Hot Chili Peppers, there are thousands of awful bands polluting the stages, bars, and college radio stations of this great country. That is not to say that most bands can’t keep a beat, get along, or stay sober. No, most bands suck because they refuse to commit to a sound and allow themselves to be defined. In striving to dodge convention (and evaluation), these bands end up with set lists that sound like they were lifted off a schizophrenic’s iPod. They might open with a jazzy “composition,” follow up with a Jack Johnson–style bonfire number, and then revive a monster ballad cover, such as Bon Jovi’s “Wanted Dead or Alive.” In the end, all six people who happened to catch the show at Jean Claude’s Coffee Cafe will walk away confused and upset, totally unable to qualify what they’ve just listened to. It doesn’t matter whether or not these bands are talented; all the skill and ability in the world won’t do them any good until they learn to define their sound. In this regard, the professional world is a lot like the music world. If you refuse to “commit to a sound,” you won’t get signed either.
Want a job in finance? Then you’re going to have to commit to becoming a “finance person.” You can begin by watching CNBC and checking out The Wall Street Journal. Or maybe you’d rather be a travel writer? Then you need to start traveling and (you guessed it) writing. Sounds simple, right? Surprisingly, many of the twentysomethings I’ve spoken with are scared of even this minimal level of commitment. They think that by committing to an interest or field, they will be “closing the door” on their other interests and talents. If they were smart, they’d worry less about closing doors and more about getting a foot in one. It’s tough to close a door that was never open to begin with.
Here are a few additional pieces of advice:
THERE’S NOTHING WRONG WITH A LITTLE FUSION, BUT AVOID “JAM BAND SYNDROME.”
Musical artists often combine genres (i.e., “folk/rock” or “hip-hop/ R&B”) to create a unique sound for themselves. Similarly, you should feel free to fuse together a couple talents and interests in order to create a unique professional identity for yourself. You don’t need to focus exclusively on one skill, nor should you limit your search to one industry. However, if you start cooking with too many ingredients, you run the risk of becoming the human equivalent of a “jam band.” The vast majority of jam bands never get signed because they can’t be counted on to produce a consistent product. Their songs sound different every time they are played, their solos often drown out melodies, and sometimes band members get too baked to function.*2 Why would Sony Music want to invest in that? They wouldn’t. Similarly, why would anyone rush to hire a person whose résumé objective reads something like: “artistically inclined, analytically minded modern dancer hoping to pursue a career in day trading or construction”? They wouldn’t.
SOLIDIFYING YOUR IDENTITY NOW ALLOWS YOU TO DIVERSIFY LATER.
Back in 1999, Metallica, one of the loudest, toughest, fastest, badass rock bands in the history of music, recorded an album with the San Francisco Symphony. The collaboration promptly went platinum. At first glance, it would seem as though the success of this experimental album completely undermines my hypothesis for this chapter, which is predicated on the need to commit to one sound. However, the reason fans and the industry cut Metallica some slack was because the band had, over the course of its career, developed an ironclad reputation as a loud, tough, fast, badass rock band.
By 1999 Metallica had earned the right to experiment a little bit because its track record was so strong. Fans trusted the band’s ability to entertain, and the labels trusted the band’s ability to sell albums. Similarly, fans and labels trusted Ray Charles when he recorded a country album in 1962, and gave Outkast the benefit of the doubt when it put together an experimental double album in 2003.
Once you make a name for yourself in your profession of choice, you will be granted a lot more leeway for experimentation and diversification. When it comes to landing your first deal (read: job) on the other hand, it is essential that you focus on producing a tight sound. Pick and stick with one angle, one brand, and start building buzz and a loyal fan base. That way, when you decide to branch out later on, you’ll have an audience waiting to listen.

CH. 3
Desperate Housewives and the Era of Free Agency

IT USUALLY TAKES TIME TO LAND A STAR-MAKING ROLE.
BEFORE THE WOMEN of ABC’s hit show Desperate Housewives became überfamous by backstabbing, eavesdropping, and sleeping their way around suburbia, they were merely five second-tier celebrities, jumping from role to role in search of an elevator to the A-list. Lost in the maze of Hollywood mediocrity and craving money, experience, and exposure, they pursued parts in a variety of genres, each hoping to land a star-making role. Between them, the Fab Five of Desperate Housewives took on roughly 160 different roles before landing on Wysteria Lane. That averages out to thirty-two jobs per housewife.
While I doubt that you will hold thirty-two different positions during the course of your career, you should expect to change roles at least a handful of times before you retire to a life of shuffleboard and 4:45 p.m. dinners at the Cracker Barrel. Most likely, the bulk of those moves will happen early on in your career. In today’s fluid employment market, it can take a while before you land a star-making role. Therefore you shouldn’t expect that your earliest gigs will be dream jobs. However, if you stay focused, work hard, and develop your strengths, you can position yourself to take advantage of the star-making opportunities.
There are countless reasons that you may leave a job—or it may leave you—and most of the time it has nothing to do with how talented you are. This chapter will highlight several of those reasons by focusing on early career moves made by the cast of Desperate Housewives.
GREAT CONCEPT, NO LEGS
Sometimes great ideas just don’t catch on with the general public. All the talent in the world won’t save your job if the masses don’t dig what your company is trying to sell. Such was the case for Felicity Huffman (“Lynette” on DHW ) with Sports Night in the late ’90s. Critics loved Felicity as Dana Whitaker, the quick-witted and outspoken producer on the ESPN-esque satire. Additionally, the rest of the cast was talented, the writing was sharp, and Aaron Sorkin, the “can’t miss” creator of The West Wing, was quarterbacking the whole thing. Sounds like a slam dunk, right? Eh…not so much. The snappy dialogue and “walk-and-talk” scenes that carried West Wing just didn’t play as well with sitcom audiences. During the show’s second season, ABC routinely pulled Sports Night in favor of bonus episodes of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire before canceling the show altogether.
GREAT ROLE, POOR TIMING
One could make the argument that Marcia Cross (“Bree”) found her dramatic, sexy, backstabbing sweet spot long before she hit the mainstream on Desperate Housewives. In 1997 she portrayed Dr. Kimberly Shaw Mancini, a jealous and conniving spouse on Fox’s Melrose Place. For those of you who never saw the show, Melrose plotlines were eerily similar to those of Desperate Housewives—lots of sex, suspense, plot twists, and slapping. Unfortunately, Marcia joined the cast of Melrose Place when the show was way past its prime. By the time Dr. Kimberly Shaw Mancini detonated the military-strength explosives she had built in the basement, viewers had long since abandoned Melrose in favor of hot new shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer. So, while Marcia’s character blew up after roughly eight episodes, her career didn’t blow up for another eight years.
If the company you work for runs into trouble or their products go out of style, not even an Emmy-winning performance on your part will lead to longevity. I mean, there were a lot of talented people working on the Sega Genesis marketing team in 1994, but they were doomed to fail because their product was being replaced in the market by Sony’s hot new PlayStation. If you happen to join up with an organization that fails to catch fire or is already past its prime, don’t get discouraged. Do your best and learn from the role while you have it.
YOU’VE BEEN MISCAST.
If you are young, talented, and ambitious, it is likely that you will be “fairly successful” in almost any professional role. Then again, who wants to settle for “fairly successful”? In 1989 Teri Hatcher (“Susan”) got her first big-budget movie role portraying Sylvester Stallone’s sweet yet spicy sister, Kiki Tango, in the buddy-cop action flick Tango and Cash. Though Teri did an admirable job and even created some sparks
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