

Careers: A Brainwise Guide to Finding Fulfillment at Work







[image: cover]




EXPLORE

Exploration is really the essence of the human spirit.

Frank Borman, NASA astronaut, Commander of Apollo 8

The Best Laid Plans

Fulfillment sounds almost like a destination, a resting point. To some degree that’s true, but there’s a nearly constant motion that drives fulfilled people to jobs that satisfy them. And once there, they continue to be open to seeing new things (or looking at old things in a different way). They explore. Constantly. Voraciously. To find your way from school or a less-than-satisfying job to a career that you love, you must push beyond what you know and blaze new trails, finding and recombining interests in a way that feels true and authentically you.

Mark describes his career with deep satisfaction, almost glowing with a mix of excitement and contentment when discussing how he had been truly able to help people in a way he had never expected:

My medical career started in a traditional way. Each move was planned and the future seemed clear – outpatient psychiatrist doing psychotherapy. Then a missile hit me on the side of my head. The chief of my department told me about a brand new consulting and teaching position working within a business school. When I told him I had no business experience and no idea what I would do or teach, he replied, “I know, but you’ll figure it out.”
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To be fulfilled, you must explore in ways you might never have imagined.

I was stunned at his suggestion. At that point, his offer seemed the equivalent of suggesting to an accountant that he could start work as an astronaut. It would be a risky move as I would be in totally uncharted terrain. After many sleepless nights, I decided to take the plunge. Deep down, I believed, as only a neophyte could, that I would find an avenue to create something that could make a significant difference.

Attempting to find my rhythm teaching and consulting at the school was not without its rocky moments. For the first six months, I felt out of place. I was concerned about failing. I had limited thoughts as to where I could add value and I felt a sense of betrayal and shame for not following a traditional medical path.

At one point I experienced an epiphany: I would no longer think of myself as just a doctor. I would add a new role, that of an anthropologist. I learned about the culture and vocabulary at the school. I attached myself to several professors who served as mentors and voraciously gobbled up the books they recommended. And I visited a number of companies with different disciplines to get a lay of the business landscape.

All of these activities were enormously helpful in finding my way. It was that leap, that different path, that gave me a unique perspective and set of skills. And that’s helped me to help people transform their lives.

Making You Who You Are

Openness to new experiences, even if they bring with them fear or significant challenges, seems central to finding satisfaction in work. Every fulfilled person we interviewed took chances and explored “uncharted terrain,” just as Mark did.
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Dive deeply into the unknown to explore (paint roller not required).

Not everyone is aware of the importance of exploring in defining his or her trajectory, but to feel fulfilled, you must embrace exploring and consciously make it a core process in your life. This may sound easy to do, but it’s not. Your own brain actually can get in the way. How does that happen?

Your life experience shapes the desires and dislikes that ultimately drive your behavior. Skills and interests have developed through your participation in and emotional reaction to a wide range of activities, including school, hobbies, sports and relationships with other people. You are a unique organism shaped by your unique set of experiences and feelings. As a result, you are drawn toward certain things and repelled (or even disgusted) by others.

When you explore things, it makes a big impact on your brain. Things that feel good do so at a neuronal level in the brain, resulting in the release of dopamine, the “feel good” neurotransmitter. That chemical effect drives us to further seek out the same or similar positive experiences. Those additional pleasurable experiences in turn release more dopamine, keeping the cycle going. Positive experiences are thus self-reinforcing, creating a pleasure-seeking state of mind. One good thing typically leads to another good thing – we explore to find more!

As such, tuning into what actually feels good can help guide your behavior toward career fulfillment and happiness. You simply need to pay close attention to what you feel, trying to make your feelings conscious. Embrace this emotional data as something that truly matters in setting your course in life. Emotion should act as your compass as you explore.

[image: Image]

Using emotion as a compass won’t require you to BUILD a giant compass.

Just as pleasure guides us toward what we should pursue, pain serves to move us away from things we should avoid. Consider what happens when you accidentally touch a hot pan on the stove. Before you’re even aware of what’s happening, a reflex response pulls your hand away from the source of pain. Only after your hand is off the hot pan do you become consciously aware of the pain.

Why would it make sense to feel pain after you’re out of harm’s way? Pain plays an important role in learning, shaping behavior in a way equally powerful to pleasure. Of course, there are varying degrees of pain. One severe burn and its lingering painful effects can keep you cautious of the stove for quite a while; smaller painful episodes of whatever sort can take a while to add up to deeper learning. (And, for the record, we’re not saying you should always avoid pain – sometimes in life the things you must do are intrinsically painful; tolerance of pain can be necessary to reach larger goals.)

[image: Image]

Actually, Mr. Protester, pain is important and at times necessary for gain.

So, too, are there varying degrees of pleasure, ranging from mild interest to ecstasy. The amplitude of the feeling, in addition to the frequency of exposure, helps determine the feeling’s potency in shaping your brain – allowing you to easily feel whether you might like something or not.

When you add it all up, the sum of your positive and negative emotional reactions determines what you explore (or avoid), whether it’s a new sport like lacrosse (which reminds you of soccer and basketball) or a new job like accounting (which reminds you both of your experience with math and organizing the closet).

But if you haven’t had any experience that’s remotely similar to a new thing, or you don’t have any idea what that new thing actually might be like at all, then you have no emotional reaction, no drive toward or away from it. Your brain is in the way. Here’s where the conscious decision to explore comes into play – you must force yourself to explore, to learn more about what a job or job role might be like.

Prisoner of Past Experience

Our prior experience of life, encoded in our brain circuitry, determines our future experience of life. It guides what we will see and try, but most importantly it also determines what we will not easily see and thus likely fail to try.

Why is this so? Brains are powerful information processing devices but the brain uses shortcuts (based on prior experience) to make sense of the world. For example, can you read the following paragraph?

Aoccdrnig to a rscheeerar at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn’t mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be at the rghit pclae. The rset can be a toatl mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe

You almost certainly think you read it. Your brain is a sense-making device, so it automatically makes sense of the jumbled text above. “According to a researcher at Cambridge University, it doesn’t matter in what order the letters in a word are, the only important thing is that the first and last letter be at the right place...”

The problem is that paragraph actually contains mostly gibberish with only a few real words sprinkled in. What you think you read is a great explanation for the origin of typos, but it wasn’t a true written piece of language. In reality, it was a bunch of letters assembled in a way that makes it hard for your brain to not see them as language.
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Below the masthead, headline gibberish that your brain doesn’t easily decode.

Your brain’s past experience powerfully biases it to look at clusters of letters and turn them into words. If you could have experienced that text in a fresh and unbiased way, you might have seen it for the nonsense that it is.

This property of brains, experiential bias, presents a barrier to exploration that you must get past if you are to find fulfillment in the world of work. You know what you know. It’s deeply encoded and you aren’t going to erase it. Sometimes, though, your brain leads you astray. You may think a particular job is something that it is not – you could put the pieces together negatively in what seems like order (just like you did with the gibberish paragraph) and instead miss a positive and rewarding reality.

Using the Emotional Compass

Interestingly, as we’ve discussed above, the paths you’ve already taken actually have determined what you now feel like exploring. So in a strange way, left to its own devices, your brain wouldn’t necessarily be drawn to explore something completely new. You, like Mark in the case above, need suggestions and encouragement to come from someone else (such as a parent, friend, teacher or mentor) to truly explore something novel.
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For example, have you explored “primitive corn meal maker” as a career? [requires rock, stump, steady supply of corn and upper body strength]

You need to sidestep or circumvent your brain’s expectations of the world of work and really explore. This essential process led the many fulfilled people with whom we spoke to the same place it will lead you: satisfaction at work.

To explore you have to do something truly different. Doing something different leads to feeling something new. Feeling something new means setting possible courses – creating theoretical selves. Bring truly different experiences to your brain and then the way you feel about those experiences helps determine where you go next. That’s using emotion as a compass.

Because you’re unique with your own set of talents and experiences, there’s not a “one size fits all” roadmap for direct guidance. However, there are three fundamental areas of emotional exploration:


		Memory

		The Present Moment

		Imagination



Memory

Tell us about your childhood. It’s okay... we’re psychiatrists.

Seriously, we found that many people who felt stuck careerwise looked back to what they enjoyed when they were younger. Remembering how things felt brought forth answers. We spoke with a motorcycle parts fabricator who loathed school despite having tested as quite bright intellectually. After dropping out and getting his GED, he looked at what he had always loved to do as a kid: take things apart and then rebuild them, beginning with Erector sets. He made the choice, emotionally driven, to go to vocational school and learn mechanics. He gets up every morning excited about what awaits him at work.
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There could be big money and fulfillment in what you loved to do as a kid.

We spoke with a successful financial person who had made emotional decisions at each point in her academic career, picking where to focus her energies with each advanced degree. It worked well to a point, but she never felt passion for work until she tapped into the memory of how joyful she felt back in middle school building a mock stock portfolio.

Your childhood interests are fruitful ground for finding emotional guideposts that can lead you to career fulfillment. Turn off the outside world for a while and just explore your memories of the past – let yourself feel that past enjoyment.

The Present Moment

What we did to write this book is exactly what you should do: talk to people about what they do, either formally (by arranging informational interviews) or informally (by making it a habit to ask the people you meet what they do for a living and how they like it). In both cases, vicariously exploring can provide a real sense of whether such work might be a good fit for you.

The prime advantage of doing such exploration in real time with a real person is that you will more easily feel the other person’s feelings. Humans are social animals and are wired to transmit and receive emotional data. When you converse face-to-face, you automatically get a fuller, more emotionally informed picture of the other person’s experience and can use that to better model how that experience would be for you.
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Talk to people about what they do to see if your hearts align.

That transmitted emotional data usually helps sort things out and helps you clarify whether that person’s path or something similar might work for you. However, just as a nearby strong magnet can interfere with a regular compass, so, too, could a particularly charismatic person blur your reading of your own emotional compass. You need to make sure that what you’re feeling about a job is truly about your emotional reaction to it rather than the result of being swept up in the waves of someone else’s enthusiasm.

Of course if an opportunity presents itself, you could also choose to jump right in and do a new job (or role in a job). Firsthand experience and experimentation directly carve memories into the brain. Making the conscious effort while exploring to feel your emotional response to the experience moves you that much closer to finding fulfillment at work.

Imagination

Suspend your disbelief and imagine what could be. You do this all the time when reading fiction or watching movies. You know it’s not real, but you go into an imagined world. You may leap in and, if the story compels you, not want to leave. You don’t want the story to end or be interrupted.
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Imagining work, while it sounds non-intuitive at best, makes perfect sense brainwise. Among the 100 billion neurons that comprise our brains are a particular type called a mirror neuron. Mirror neurons facilitate our capacity to learn from example by, in effect, helping us run simulations in our brains. Seeing someone else do something allows us to imagine what it might be like if we did that thing ourselves. We can try things on, put ourselves in the place of others doing a job, understand how it might feel for us through hearing or seeing how something feels for someone else. We can explore without leaving our rooms.

Stories of work actually can be compelling, even without digital special effects enhancing the action. You can read great biographies that give firsthand accounts of fulfillment at work, like The Last Lecture by Randy Pausch and Jeffrey Zaslow. Or you can watch interviews like those on the documentary series Roadtrip Nation (roadtripnation.com) or in books of collected first person interviews like Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do by Studs Terkel or Gig: Americans Talk About Their Jobs by John Bowe, Marisa Bowe and Sabin Streeter.

Open yourself up to exploring the emotional experience of someone you don’t know.

To Infinity and Beyond

What we’re advocating are ways to truly explore things your brain might not think possible (and to be emotionally well-tuned to the things it already knows). Most people engage all three of these – memory, the present moment, and imagination – when using emotion to make decisions about the world of work.

The emotional labor of exploration is never easy. But the effort required to emotionally explore the world of work pays huge dividends, even if you’ve been fortunate enough so far to have primarily positive and enjoyable experiences at work.

Your career should be an exploration, and it should be as audacious as the Apollo program – spaceflight with the goal of landing a man on the moon. We ask you to explore emotionally within yourself, to make sequential movement toward finding a calling rather than simply having a vocation. What you do at work ideally resonates positively within you, thus fueling more activity and experiences that you will likely experience positively. In this way, you will progress in what you do, sometimes changing fields or functions, but never losing emotional sight of yourself, tuned to the feeling of moving in an ever more fulfilling way.
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Explore the world of work!

Essential Wisdom About Explore


		Emotion not only helps to build your selves (real, ideal and theoretical) from experience but also serves a critical role as a compass as you explore.

		When you explore, your brain paradoxically prevents you from seeing the full size of the work world – don’t be fooled into thinking all you see is all there is.

		You must push past your brain’s limited view through conscious efforts to explore fully your memory, the present moment and imagination.





ENDURE

All endeavor calls for the ability to tramp the last mile, shape the last plan, endure the last hours toil. The fight to the finish spirit is the one... characteristic we must possess if we are to face the future as finishers.

Henry David Thoreau

A Fish Story

An old story tells of a young fish that happily swims in his lake until he reaches maturity, when he wonders what lies beyond. He sets out to explore the stream that feeds the lake until he encounters a large rock sitting in the center of the stream. Arrested, he studies the rock, becoming discouraged that his pathway is obstructed. He pushes and pushes, but he cannot move the rock. As he swims around in circles, he wonders what he should do next – keep trying to push the rock, get friends to help him push, give up and go home, what? Becoming increasingly frustrated, angry, depressed, and hopeless about his situation, he questions himself. “Why am I a failure? What did I do wrong? What can I do now?” An old fish comes by, and on learning of his young friend’s problem, smiles and says, “Follow me,” and proceeds to swim around the rock.
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In your career journey, you will encounter obstacles. All careers have them. In the story, the solution to the problem seemed obvious to the older fish, but it was not obvious to the younger one, who, as can happen to anyone when confronted with an obstacle, was blinded by his too-strong emotions.

Fulfilled people find the way past obstacles by using a well-developed ability to endure. By managing emotion effectively and providing the time to bring rational thought to a situation, they find novel solutions to problems. Maybe the solution comes from within. Maybe it comes from a more experienced coworker, family member, or friend. Maybe it takes longer to find the solution than anyone would like or expect (but not too long – fulfilled people also recognize when a situation is futile). The basic ability to persist in the face of adversity, hanging in there until the upside down becomes right side up, is essential to finding fulfillment at work.

The notion of enduring is more complicated than it seems at first. Enduring a painful or futile work situation can result in career stagnation or worse. The potentially toxic consequences of enduring beyond that which is reasonable can impact your sense of self as well as your relationships with others. How do you know when to tolerate versus depart a difficult situation? How long is long enough to endure? When can endurance lead to growth, maturity and joy versus depression, hopelessness and helplessness? How do you know when you have truly run out of acceptable options to solve a problem? How can you manage the negative emotions that can accompany endurance – surprise, confusion, shame, anger, humiliation, fear, distress and ambivalence?

Stop, Look and Listen

After graduating from college, Geno took a series of jobs with different computer software companies, each job lasting about a year, but he left each job because of different problems that created stress – a critical boss, demands for overtime, denial of his request for a raise, arguments with coworkers. Every time Geno encountered a problem and did not get his way, he felt frustration, anger, and shame. After he had quit his third job in as many years, he began having problems getting any interviews from potential employers. Human resources staff, upon hearing his story, began to tell him that his experience was not what they needed at that time. During his protracted period of unemployment, his friend, John, ten years older, took him out for a beer and a straight-up talk about the realities of work.
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Someone unfulfilled works here.

“You’re not off to a good start here. Too many short-term jobs. You look like a quitter. Settle into a job that looks reasonable, relax, appreciate what you’ve got, and try to enjoy the good in the situation. Problems will arise. Instead of getting mad and walking out, think of what you learned as a kid when you got to the crosswalk: Stop, Look and Listen. Stop stressing out and acting on impulse. Look at what you are doing from other than your own viewpoint. Listen to the other person and your own emotions. Talk things over with a friend and see if there is a way you can work things out. Try to see the other person’s point and take responsibility for your part in the problem. Whatever you do, don’t quit abruptly or in anger. If quitting is the right thing to do, give notice, and do it for the right, not the wrong, reasons.”

John got Geno a job where he worked. John’s employer said there would be a six-month probationary period. John mentored Geno through this period and beyond, helping Geno to learn how to work through problems, cope, and endure. That was ten years ago. Today, Geno, now a supervisor, mentors young workers, sharing John’s wisdom on how to endure.

Enduring More Than Is Good for You Is, Well, Not Good...

Bob, a newly minted Ph.D. in his twenties, got a job as a lecturer at a prestigious university. He felt lucky to get this job in an economic downturn and looked forward to fulfilling his teaching duties in an exemplary way, publishing two papers from his dissertation, continuing his research, and writing his book. He also knew that it was important to be a good team member and, most of all, not to offend his superiors so that he could attain an assistant professorship at the earliest possible opportunity. After three years as a lecturer with no mention of advancement, he began to wonder if something was wrong. He saw that peers were passing him by. He became anxious and uncertain about how to proceed.
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If only it were this easy to know a job’s expiration date...

Bob thought that he was respected and liked. To show he was a team player, he had accepted additional teaching and administrative responsibilities for the Department Chair, who needed more time for his own research. Eventually Bob found that between his teaching, administrative responsibilities, research and writing, he was working all the time, damaging his marriage and relationships with family and friends. He had become irritable and short-fused. When his wife told him something had to give or she would leave, he realized he needed to get some clarification from the chair. In their meeting, the chair said that the department would review his situation over the following year. Bob suffered on without complaint.
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Best to be loyal in situations where you know it will be reciprocated.

After a year, Bob was told that the department, under economic pressure, had decided to shift its focus away from Bob’s area of interest. He was welcome to continue as a lecturer and teach and publish. Some peers encouraged him to continue in his position. After all, to have any position at this university was an honor anyone would covet, but Bob feared that by remaining he was losing precious time to get positioned for tenure. Meanwhile, the department hired a new Ph.D. as an assistant professor in an area closely related to Bob’s. Bob felt used, betrayed, and angry. He had been a loyal employee, dedicated to the department and generous about taking on additional duties as requested. He had endured being passed over for four years, but instead of being rewarded for his loyalty, he had been exploited while others, who were more selfish and competitive than he, had gotten the prize. He applied for every position he could find, but inevitably was questioned about his seeming lack of career progress – four years as a Lecturer with limited publications to show for his time. Ultimately he got a position as an assistant professor at another college.

Bob expected that his excellent background, “can-do” attitude, and commitment to his employer would be rewarded, but he learned that beyond a certain point enduring could produce diminishing returns. He had suffered on, but this had led only to futility. Why had he stayed so long? What cues had he possibly missed? Bob learned four important lessons from this experience.

First, although peers were well meaning in their advice, in the end, he needed to develop an accurate way to gauge his situation. He learned to use his emotions as a compass to better navigate the changing landscape at work – those political, economic, and other forces that can disrupt the most reasonable expectations of the best employee. Second, he learned how to balance competing forces of self-interest against the interests of the employer, to be realistic rather than naïve, and vigilant without being mistrustful. Third, he accepted that sometimes it is necessary to call it quits and move on, and he discovered that he had to guard against the corrosive effects of workaholism and stoicism on his relationships. Fourth, he set aside time for his wife, family, and friends, and as he processed his lingering emotions of disappointment, anger, shame, self-recrimination, self-doubt, and anxiety, his self-esteem and marriage recovered.

Stagnation and the Third Option

The summer before her senior year in college, Lydia, a top student majoring in business, took an internship at a major bank. She was mentored by Jake, a young and charismatic Managing Director, who had recruited her. That summer, he took an interest in her training and introduced her to everyone on the desk as well as the top officials in the bank. During her senior year of college, a number of companies offered her positions, but Jake urged her to join his firm, discussing “the fast-track” from trainee to analyst and beyond. He emphasized that the company was dedicated to growing the department and would reward her for good performance.
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Glamorous at first look, but things aren’t always what they seem.

Once on the job, however, Jake ignored her. He provided none of the mentoring he had discussed, and Lydia joined the other dozen trainees, where she worked hard the entire first year. Given her excellent performance, she expected to be moved to the analyst training program, but the days passed with no additional training or responsibility. Lydia received a minimal bonus for her performance but decided to give the company another year, despite her increasing concern. The reality of her situation became starkly clear after her second year: another small bonus and no change in her status. Her career path had suddenly dead-ended for no apparent reason. She felt quite anxious and found it difficult to sleep. She was stagnating in a monotonous work situation and felt increasingly hopeless and helpless. She felt guilt, shame, anger, and tremendous remorse that she had not accepted an offer at another company.

Lydia felt like quitting and looking for another job but decided to heed the advice of others at work to Stop, Look and Listen. By remaining a while longer, she would be able to observe and listen to coworkers as well as to her own emotions. She watched Jake’s behavior with others and also began to realize some things about herself. Jake’s enthusiastic initial interest in her was flattering and emotionally intoxicating, but it had blinded her to important behavioral signals like his avoiding eye contact, not listening to her, and pressuring her to commit to the job. Lydia also observed that others on the floor had had similar experiences with Jake – she was not alone. Although she was disappointed in the job, enduring gave her time to consider her options. She began to take calls from headhunters, feeling angry that her employer was “clueless” and unconcerned about advancing the department.
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Also a good idea in situations other than railroad crossings.

As Lydia’s emotions escalated to a crisis level, her friends supported her actions but urged her to meet with Jake’s superior, Ted, the Managing Director of another division. She felt she had nothing to lose in communicating her complaints with no holds barred and hoped she might help other new employees coming aboard. Ted knew Jake well and understood the situation immediately. He knew that without quick and substantial intervention, the company stood to lose a valuable employee in Lydia. He also recognized that changes needed to be made in the way new recruits were handled. Ted asked if Lydia would be interested in taking three months training as an analyst in his division and in following the progression toward management she had been offered when she was first hired. This unexpected “third option” took her by surprise. After thoughtful consideration, she decided to accept.

Lydia was wiser for the experience – wisdom she would not have gained had she not endured. By making an effort to stop, look and listen, and using the energy of her anger and frustration, she was able to overcome demoralization and unearth potential solutions. Upon reflection, she was able to recognize that all companies have problems, and that change for the sake of change might not always be an improvement. Lydia also recognized that a boss like Ted might be hard to find elsewhere. She found that Ted was as good as his word. She also found that she enjoyed the new division more than the old. She remained under Ted, advanced, and achieved her goal of Managing Director.

Essential Wisdom About Endure


		Stop and make sure you give yourself the time to assess the situation – impulsive acts typically result in blown opportunities.

		Look both into and at yourself from other perspectives, like your manager’s or the organization’s, to see accurately how you fit (or could fit) at work. Find what can realistically change, both inside and outside you.

		Listen to other opinions about dilemmas as well as your emotional compass. Balancing perspective with intellect and emotion may reveal another path!
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REFLECT

By three methods we may learn wisdom: first, by reflection, which is noblest; second, by imitation, which is easiest; and third, by experience, which is the most bitter. Confucius

Solutions in Solitude

Obstacles, big and small, confront you every day as you navigate the world of work. You may face a large and daunting question: what should I do for work? Or the problems may be smaller. You might not know how to deal with a change in your work or work routine. You might run into difficulties with relationships in the workplace.

We found that people who feel fulfilled at work create the time and space to reflect upon themselves, their actions and the challenges they face. Reflection allows them to navigate any obstacle in their path successfully.
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Reflect upon yourself (the artistry is simply in taking time to do so).

Kate loved her job working as a teacher for special needs children. The work was always demanding but she felt incredibly rewarded watching the progress each child made, growing in incremental steps. “It’s noisy. It’s crazy sometimes – most times. I’m supervising classroom aides, trying to tailor everything uniquely for each child within these very strict individualized education programs. Most days I’m lucky to remember to eat – it’s that busy and there’s so many things I’m juggling. I love it, though. The looks on these kids’ faces when they really get a concept, make an advance, is just so rewarding.”

Her first position had been temporary for a single school year, but she then found a permanent job in another district that sounded even better, with more support and resources. Things started well, but then a financial crisis struck and the school district had to slash spending – she was left with minimal resources (losing one of her aides) and some anxiety about how she’d be able to teach her kids effectively.

“I was feeling really stuck and didn’t know what to do. I always want to do a good job and wasn’t sure I’d be able to with what they were giving me. And there was no chance to figure anything out during work – I had no time to think except about what was right in front of me. It was stressful.

“So, without really knowing if I could still do it – it had been at least five years – I started to run. Not far, not fast. I just started and would go as far as I could go in a half hour. It was actually nice being alone, as much as I love people. There’s a pretty trail that runs at the top of a ridge near my house, so that’s where I’d go.
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Reflect to move forward...

“I was kind of amazed I could run. But what was more amazing was where my mind would run. I found I was able to really reflect on the situation, see all around it, and finally come to grips with it. I stopped worrying somehow about what might be expected of me by the school or the parents and was able to see that all I could do is work with what I was being given and do my best. Anything more than the best I could do in the circumstance was unreasonable for anyone, including me, to expect. I was making this pressure for myself and I saw that I could stop it.”

Making time to reflect allowed Kate to sort out her difficult circumstance, relieving the tremendous stress she felt. And while there’s certainly a biological component responsible in part for facilitating the change in her (aerobic exercise not only releases pain-killing endorphins, but also substances that facilitate neuronal growth and make your brain better able to weather the storms of stress), clearly the act of reflecting helped her the most.

Turn Off, Log Out, Tune In

It might seem like you don’t have much time available to reflect. So many things in life compete for that limited resource: relationships with romantic partners, friends and family; projects and tasks to be done for school, work or your community; fun things, like athletics, entertainment and hobbies. Time does fly. Plus there’s tremendous opportunity for distraction – the availability of technology in the form of smartphones, tablets and the Internet make it easy at any point to slip away.

Constant engagement (be it with people, tasks or technology) makes it difficult to tune into your feeling state. When that’s the case, you aren’t able to use your emotional compass to find your way. Your attention instead stays focused on what you’re doing and you can’t easily shift into sensing and being and feeling. Spending time in those reflective states is essential to solving problems and overcoming obstacles.

People frequently solve problems by creating uninterrupted time and space to process what’s happening emotionally. One woman with whom we spoke finds she must “log out” while at work, turning off her phone, e-mail and chat apps for at least 60 minutes a day in order to gain perspective, generate solutions and plan how to accomplish what her company wants from her in her leadership role. She feels, as many do, that leading is primarily an emotional process. If she doesn’t find some protected time to check in with herself emotionally, she can’t lead.
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Reflecting is in many ways the opposite of planking.

We suggest you do a similar thing to help solve the problems you encounter at work, many of which will be emotional in nature. Of course some problems require your thinking brain more than your feeling brain – for those you do have to focus directly on the task at hand – but thinking is generally the more straightforward aspect of problem solving, for which you’ve been trained in school or on the job.

Make time daily to reflect. If possible, do so during the workday. Disconnect from technology. Don’t answer the phone. Create some space for yourself to just see where you are and how you feel. Let things just come to mind. But we also suggest you go further, considering the big picture of you and your work life when you’re at home. Make the time every day to feel and reflect upon your emotional response to what you’re experiencing. This meditative act will help direct you toward fulfillment in your career and, by extension, your life.
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Of course, if your computer has serial cables, you probably imagine major technology upgrades during your periods of disconnection.

Find environments or activities that facilitate your entering the state of sensing, being and feeling. Go for a run. Sit and meditate. Go to a church, temple, synagogue or mosque. Take a walk by the shore. These are just some of the ways we found that people reflect.

An executive who works with one of us said, “Intuitively, I understood why you were pushing me to set aside time to reflect. Intellectually, though, it didn’t add up. I spent so many years figuring out how to maximize time by multitasking, raising the bar there each time and thinking that was success – having more and more that I could accomplish at once. Zero tasking was antithetical to my existence. But it’s really balanced my life for the better.”

Reflection doesn’t just make intuitive sense – it actually makes sense at the level of the brain. Turning off directed cognition activates a system in your brain known as the “resting network.” Functional brain scanning has found that some parts of your brain that turn off when performing task-oriented cognitive work actually turn on when you are left to a conscious resting state. It seems these areas of the brain, known to be involved in retrieval of past events (both general and personal) as well as essential to integration of cognitive and emotional stimuli, serve important roles in problem solving and future planning. And they only can do that work when you aren’t pounding away at task after task.

Know Thyself

The Temple of Apollo at Delphi bears this inscription (not in English, of course). There’s much for you to know about yourself – physically, intellectually, interpersonally and emotionally. Additionally, you need to know yourself through time – who were you? Who will you be? Your ability to reflect is integral to knowing yourself.
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Reading Greek is not required in order for you to know yourself.

You build a sense of self in many ways. A physical sense of yourself comes from interaction of your body with the environment through time. This aspect of you resides in multiple areas of your brain responsible for processing sensation from your peripheral nervous system, coordinating movement and locating your body in space. Activity that engages your body or draws your attention to your body helps you better tune into your self.

Your intellectual sense of yourself forms consciously, affected by what you learn or read or talk about. You know what you know, whether it’s history or pop music trivia, and that’s part of who you are (as is what you don’t know). Importantly, the intellectual aspect of yourself plays a large role not only in what you do for work but also in the relationships you form, as people often connect because of similar intellectual interests.

Relationships build a sense of your self in two important ways: interpersonally and emotionally. Your interpersonal self consists of your values and your roles. Parents, friends, role models and peers all to varying degrees influence your interpersonal self, including how you value and treat people in relationships.

From the most superficial relationship with the drive-thru order taker to the most intimate relationship with your romantic partner, your interpersonal self is defined, affected and expressed. When a friend asks your opinion in solving a problem, it shows that your friend respects your perspective and input – a role is defined. Similarly, the many ways you relate to others – asking for help, apologizing for mistakes, showing appreciation – express who you are interpersonally. All interactions in relationships show you the different roles and capacities you have in life: supporter, caretaker and leader, to name just a few.
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Relationships, starting from the very beginning, profoundly shape your emotional self.

In addition, relationships play a key role (going all the way back to when you were an infant) in creating your emotional self. Your parents and caregivers taught you what emotions were and how to regulate them. Many people learn to overregulate all or certain emotions or even to ignore them entirely. Unfortunately, that eliminates a key part of your self, a part that can be of tremendous help to you as being in touch with all emotions contributes to fulfillment.

In our interviews, having a clear sense of self correlated with feeling fulfilled at work. How did these fulfilled workers find that clarity? They took time to reflect and paid attention to the thoughts and feelings that bubbled up during that time. For example, one financial services worker told us, “When I do cardio at the gym I listen to classical music, which people think is strange. But it’s almost like white noise. It moves me to this place where I’m just open to myself. I think about what’s going on with me and my wife, or sometimes what I need to research so I’m ready for the next investor call pops into my head. It’s like my own 360 feedback session (where superiors, peers and subordinates all give opinions about someone’s performance at work). Self-management. I tell myself what to do. But without telling.”

Confucius, Remixed

Most people consider wisdom to be universal, a type of understanding that helps all people to judge correctly and follow the best course of action. However, when you reflect in the way we discussed in this chapter, you acquire not universal wisdom, but rather a specific wisdom about yourself that you can use to move toward fulfillment.

We can all benefit from universal wisdom – for example, knowing that a tomato is a fruit yet having the wisdom not to put it in a fruit salad averts a dessert catastrophe. Other people’s acquired wisdom may be of limited utility when it comes to finding your way through the world of work. You need to reflect in order to learn your own wisdom. Then act on it!

Essential Wisdom About Reflect


		Create the uninterrupted time necessary to reflect deeply about yourself.

		Find environments or activities that help you sense, be and feel.

		Attending to the physical, intellectual, emotional and relational aspects of yourself creates the specific wisdom that can help lead you to fulfillment.
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SACRIFICE

I think that the good and the great are only separated by the willingness to sacrifice. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar

You’ve Got to Give to Get

Fulfilled people feel that way primarily because of how their work affects others. Mastery of their jobs contributes to fulfillment, but at the heart of the matter is giving to others. Whether through the work itself (for example, by directly helping people as a teacher) or through the process of working with other people (for example, feeling like a valuable and contributing part of a team), their good feelings largely come from how they make others feel and how others feel about them.

We, like all mammals, are wired intrinsically to be social animals and much of our emotional universe comes from these social emotions. We have feelings of guilt and shame if we let ourselves or others down. We have feelings of pride and happiness when we help someone else – even if that someone else is dog or a cat. (All mammals share similar brain hardware for connecting emotionally.)
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All kinds of work fulfill us mammals if we feel like an important member of a team.

Fulfilled people sacrifice for others. The cause may not always be grand, but the reward is. Giving something of your own (be it material possession, skill, knowledge or time) to another almost always increases feelings of appreciation and reciprocity in relationships. Those are good feelings. And since it’s work, and one form of reciprocity at work is money, that’s another nice reward.

Fulfilled people also sacrifice for the betterment of themselves. Developing the skills necessary for some jobs requires sacrifice of time and energy. You’ve sacrificed to get through school, reading and studying at times when perhaps you’d rather do something else. Sometimes you have to give something up for yourself over the short term in order to secure a longer-term career gain. You might need to work repeatedly to practice your skills before you move on to something new and different. Maintaining self-discipline – sacrificing for your ideal self-seems a key to fulfillment.

Getting the Balance Right

So exactly how much must you sacrifice for yourself and for others to feel fulfilled at work? There’s no magic formula. Part of it depends on your skills and abilities when you begin a job. Part of it depends on the job itself. For example, professional athletes we’ve spoken to typically practice their skills for so many years that the self-discipline to train and stay sharp feels almost unnoticeable. What they have to sacrifice for the team can vary from moment to moment and the emotional work involved in coming together as a team to win can feel more significant.

Health care professionals sacrifice in a particular balance that can sometimes seem unhealthy. Reform to limit the hours physicians work each week during their residencies, for example, reflects this concern. Doctors, nurses and others in the field usually derive great fulfillment from helping people heal and feel the sacrifice of time for others is well worth it. Anna, a highly regarded surgeon, is no exception.
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Anna sacrificed many evenings and weekends in college studying so she’d be able to go to medical school (where she again spent many evenings and weekends studying). During her internship and residency, she continued to sacrifice free time to do research on specific types of cancer in the head and neck region. The long hours left her little personal time other than that which she spent with her boyfriend, who eventually became her husband.

She wisely recognized that helping patients make a successful recovery from their cancers required more than developing individual technical skills as a surgeon. She also made special efforts to further build her team skills, which began forming when she was a youth soccer player. It takes an entire team of physicians, nurses and support staff to help patients heal, so she can only be successful if her team communicates and functions well together.

From Anna’s perspective, miscommunications and errors are frustrating and can cause less than optimal care for her often quite ill patients. However, she also views missteps as opportunities for improvement within her team (rather than chances to shame or inappropriately blame herself or others). Learning from failures large and small minimizes the odds of repetition and improves each patient’s chances for recovery. Over the years, she’s developed a great working dynamic with her team and they perform at a very high level. Getting to this point in her career took many years of hard work and diligent practice to the exclusion of some things she valued, but she feels it has all been worth it. In the words of Charles Finley, a former major league baseball team owner, “Sweat plus sacrifice equals success.”
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How do you get to New York City’s Carnegie Hall? Practice, practice, practice!

Author Malcolm Gladwell notes that highly successful individuals often put in at least 10,000 hours in developing their specific expertise. Founder of Sun Microsystems Bill Joy, Mozart, Microsoft’s Bill Gates, and Steve Jobs of Apple all put in their 10,000 hours (and more). Success in sports, entertainment and the business world does not usually come about solely as a result of a combination of genius and good luck. To one degree or another, temperance, self-denial, delayed gratification and resigning oneself to years of practice are required elements. To develop mastery requires practice. “Repetition,” says a Russian proverb, “is the mother of learning.”

C-E-R-E-R-A-S Is Just Another Way to Spell CAREERS

Tony grew up in an Italian working class family on the East Coast. His father hated his factory job and Tony had vivid memories of hearing him repeatedly complain about going to work. Tony could have followed in his father’s footsteps and taken a factory job, likely becoming a shop steward with little effort. Instead, he challenged himself to pursue a course of study in electrical engineering. Tony then worked in hands-on engineering positions at utility companies but found himself eventually feeling stuck. Knowing he needed to change in a substantial way, he enrolled in an MBA program. While there, he explored the business world in ways quite new to him, mapping those experiences (both of others and imagined) back to his ideal self.
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Actually, cereras is the only way to spell “waxworker” (in Spanish). Look at the little waxworkers!

Recruited by a telecommunications company, he brought discipline learned from his formal engineering training to his new management role. Success followed and so did the rewards. With the support of his high school sweetheart, who became his wife, Tony risked going out on his own to found a communications company just as the dot.com bubble was about to burst. He endured and after seven years the IPO that he and his team had worked for resulted in the group becoming very well off financially. Tony relinquished his role as CEO and considered retiring for a time at the relatively youthful age of 48. Before long, however, he found himself languishing in his new role as househusband. During this time, he became more dedicated to his avocation of long distance bike riding, but as his biking pals would routinely present business scenarios to him on their rides together, he felt that something was missing. He reflected quite a bit during those rides, recognizing a longing to leave the bike saddle and return to the management saddle, fantasizing about once again being part of a creative business venture.
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Not the sort of saddle anyone wants to return to.

Tony appreciated that stepping so far away from work had moved him too far from his ideal self. He also appreciated that he could sacrifice more for other people with the skills he had developed through his own self-sacrifice through the years. Although he had the opportunity to go back into management in the for-profit sector when he left the semi-retirement phase of his life, he decided to forego the more generous salary, perks and prestige that might have come from following that path. Instead, he decided to make a difference with young people. After talking it over with his wife, Tony opted to accept the position of CEO with a non-profit organization dedicated to providing high school students from low income families with basic skills that increase their chances for getting into college and eventually being competitive in the 21st century workplace. The non-profit partners with major corporations and places young trainees in internships at corporate sites where they receive invaluable experience in office settings and company worksites over a period of months. A few years into the process he is by no means bored anymore. His eyes gleam when he talks of a young man or woman who completed his organization’s program and has successfully matriculated at a recognized university.

Making a difference in the lives of young people who are starting out their careers represents an actualization of Tony’s ideal self. His emotional connection with people in his current work provides him deeper (and different) fulfillment than he had earlier in his career. He loves what he does and doesn’t look back. His path to fulfillment didn’t follow a neat acronym. Neither will yours, but as you can see regardless of the order, each behavior (change, appreciate, risk, explore, endure, reflect, sacrifice) was essential to his progression toward fulfillment.

Essential Wisdom About Sacrifice


		Putting yourself second to care first for others creates the opportunity to experience increasingly deep and rewarding emotion.

		The path to reaching your ideal self likely requires much self sacrifice: practice, practice, practice and accept that at times gratification must be delayed.

		Every fulfilled person, regardless of job, sacrifices in a way that balances the needs of self and others.
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Find the right balance for you.



Book [image: Image] Conclusion [image: Image]... what’s next?

We think it’s the beginning of another chapter of you.

You can find fulfillment and make your life what you want it to be. Engage in each of the behaviors discussed in the preceding chapters throughout your career. Your brain is built for them!

This is your brain. Powerful thing!
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CHANGE

APPRECIATE

RISK

EXPLORE

ENDURE

REFLECT

SACRIFICE
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The Q&A

What is the Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry?

GAP is a think tank of top psychiatric minds whose thoughtful analysis and recommendations serve to influence and advance modern psychiatric theory and practice.

What does their Committee on Work and Organizations do?

We look closely at the interface of the workplace and mental health, identifying issues that directly impact people’s well-being. We develop and publicize solutions that can be implemented by individuals, companies and other organizations.

Why was this book written?

Work, it seems to us, is an essential, important and influential activity in life. Too many people we met or spoke with in the course of doing our own work as psychiatrists seemed a bit adrift, unable to realize fulfillment in their jobs. Having also met many people with fulfilling jobs, we noted the many differences in how fulfilled people approached work (and life in general). We decided to study these differences more completely, and that led to the CAREERS project.

We cast a wide net in terms of career paths and consciously sought out individuals who loved their work. We used structured interviews (some excerpts are in the text; some identifying details have been changed) and then analyzed the information. We were quite struck by the many common themes. The behaviors of fulfilled people in pursuing jobs and working demonstrated an underlying essential wisdom from which we all can learn.

Because the brain best learns many things through models and examples, we decided to bring together the fulfilled people’s stories to provide a book of potential templates. Originally, we thought CAREERS would work best for young people starting out in the world of work, but these principles truly apply to anyone who works.

Thanks again to everyone who participated in our interview process – your willingness to share your success in finding fulfillment permeates this book and we are privileged to be able to present it.

What else might be good to read so I can find fulfillment at work?


		Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do by Studs Terkel

		Gig: Americans Talk About Their Jobs by John Bowe, Marisa Bowe and Sabin Streeter

		Roadtrip Nation: A Guide to Discovering Your Path in Life by Nathan Geghard, Mike Marriner and Joanne Gordon

		Oh, the Places You’ll Go by Dr. Seuss

		Shop Class as Soul Craft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work by Matthew B. Crawford

		What Color is Your Parachute? A Practical Manual for Job-Hunters and Career-Changers by Richard N. Bolles

		The Pathfinder: How to Choose or Change Your Career for a Lifetime of Satisfaction and Success by Nicholas Lore

		Harvard Business Review on Managing Your Career in Tough Times by Harvard Business Press

		The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People by Stephen Covey

		Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In by Roger Fisher, William L. Ury, and Bruce Patton

		Work and Love: the Crucial Balance by Jay Rohrlich

		Seasons of A Man’s Life by Daniel Levinson

		A Life Worth Living by Barrie Greiff

		First You Have to Row a Little Boat: Reflections on Life and Living by Richard Bode
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