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Finding and keeping a job and building a career is 
built on some basic principles, that are true for ev-
eryone, but this Smart Guide to Work is designed 
to give young adults just starting out, an edge in the 
process. This isn’t about just surviving. It’s about 
thriving and being successful and happy.

The GET WORK Guide is divided up into 3 sections.
Part 1: Finding a Job (page 4)

Getting hired is largely a matter of how you present yourself.

Part 2: Keeping a Job (page 24)
Holding onto that job and getting promoted is still a matter 
of how you present yourself and how you show up, but also 
how you deal with challenges.

Part 3: Building a Career (page 38)
Building a career that will make you happy depends on how 
well you know yourself, how good you are at planning, and 
how much self-discipline you have to follow through.

What this guide isn’t. This is not an exhaustive guide to employ-
ment and careers. It’s not meant for someone with 4 years of 
college embarking on the search for a full-time career position. 
It’s intended for young adults looking to find entry level part- or 
full-time employment and to begin thinking about the relation-
ship between a job and a career.

A big part of becoming an adult is 
moving into the world of work.
That means being able to find and keep 
a job, and, more importantly, how to 
build a career that’s right for you.
These are some things you should 
know.
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Part 1:
Finding a Job
How you present yourself

A job is a place where you work. 
They pay you wages based on the 
hours you work or they pay you 
an annual salary divided up by the 
number of weeks or months in a 
year. Sometimes they also provide 
benefits like health insurance or 
contributing to your retirement fund. 
You’ll have many jobs in your life. 

A career is an occupation under-
taken for a significant period of a 
person’s life and with opportunities 
for progress. Ideally, a career is built 
around things you love to do, things 
you are good at doing, and things 
that make a positive difference in 
the world.  

Finding a Job 
While it might make sense to start with building a ca-
reer, most young people begin working by finding a job to 
earn their own money, so that’s where we will start—with 
finding a job. Also, the same skills required to find a job 
hold true whether that job is just a way to earn money or 
whether it is part of your career plan.
The people who find jobs easily are people who present 
themselves to others well and make a good impression. 
They understand that employers hire people who: 

• Appear Qualified;
• Look Attractive;
• Stand Out as Memorable in a Positive Way.

4 5
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SDo you know your qualifications?
Take a moment and think like an employer. What would 
you be looking for in an employee if you owned the busi-
ness? For most entry level jobs, they are willing to train 
you in the specifics of the job, but they want to know 
whether you have specific soft skills that will ultimately 
make you a great employee. These are some of the basic 
things that employers are looking for:
❏ Hard Working

Are you willing to work hard and get things done?
❏ Quick Learner

Do you pick up new skills and processes quickly?
❏ Honest/Trustworthy

Can I count on you not to steal from me and to tell me the truth?
❏ Reliable/Responsible

Can I trust you to do the right things even when I’m not around?
❏ Punctual

Are you organized and disciplined and will 
you show up on time?

❏ Good People Skills
Can you calm tense situations and 
make customers feel happy and well-served?

❏ Good Communication Skills
Are you easy to hear and understand and 
a good communicator?

❏ Neat Appearance
Do you take pride in your appearance?

❏ Leadership Skills
Would you be someone I 
might want to promote?

❏ Problem Solver
Are you the kind of person who 
is always looking for better 
ways to do things?

❏ A Team Player
Are you the kind of 
person who is always 
helping others on 
your team?

Your Elevator Speech 
It isn’t enough that you know what your qualifications 
are, what matters is whether you can communicate them 
quickly, easily, and passionately. That’s what is called 
your “elevator speech.” Imagine you were getting into an 
elevator with someone who could really make a differ-
ence in your life (by offering you a job or an opportunity). 
What would you tell them about yourself in the few short 
moments you have together in that elevator. This is not 
unlike the opportunity you may get in an interview when 
an employer asks “why should I hire you?”
From the list on page 6 select the three or four qualifi-
cations that you think you are strongest in and that you 
could talk about most successfully. Then put them to-
gether in a statement that you could use as your personal 
elevator speech

Example: “I think I would make a great 
employee because I am the kind of 
person who is always looking for bet-
ter ways to do things. I’m a really quick 
learner so you won’t have to tell me 
things over and over again. I also feel 
that my experience playing sports has 
taught me the importance of teamwork 
when it comes to doing anything well.”
Of course this example is still a little 
generic and the more personal you can 
make it with actual examples from your 
experience the better it will be. 
Now you have to practice saying it out 
loud. Ask a parent, teacher, or friend to 
listen to you practice. The more you re-
hearse, the more prepared you will be 
and the more confident you will sound. 
Be prepared to give examples of when 
and how you have used those qualifica-
tions in the past.

6
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Success Skills: 
The smart job searcher and career builder focuses on 
developing the skills and qualities that employers value 
most. These are your success skills. They will help you 
through your entire career not just in landing a job. In 
2010, the National Association of Colleges and Employ-
ers (NACE) published a list of the what skills employers 
are most interested in their employees having (in order):
1.  Communication Skills
2.  Strong Work Ethic
3.  Initiative
4.  Interpersonal Skills
5.  Problem-Solving Skills
6.  Teamwork Skills
7.  Analytical Skills
8.  Flexibility/Adaptability
9.  Computer Skills
10.  Detail-Oriented
11.  Leadership Skills
12.  Technical Skills
13.  Organizational Skills
14.  Self-Confidence
15.  Tactfulness
16.  Friendly/Outgoing Personality
17.  Creativity
18.  Strategic Planning Skills
19.  Entrepreneurial Skills
20.  Sense of Humor
So what does that mean for you? It means that you should 
be using high school and college or technical training as an 
opportunity to build and refine these skills. It means that you 
should be gathering evidence of your ability to apply these 
skills to work situations. You can either spend your time com-
plaining that people won’t give you a break or spend your time 
becoming the kind of person employers can’t resist hiring.

9

I’m Tyrell. I like working and earning money, and 
I take my job seriously. When I see problems, 
I take the initiative to fix them. I have a friendly 
and outgoing personality and a great sense 
of humor that helps me keep tense situations 
from getting worse. I also have solid computer 
skills. 

My name is Eric. I’m a natural leader who can 
motivate others toward a common goal. My 
self-confidence generally serves me well when 
it is necessary to take risks and act entrepre-
neurially. I’m creative when it comes to gener-
ating novel ideas and approaches to problems 
and I have solid strategic planning skills that 
help me see a project through successfully.

I’m Ashley. I have strong interpersonal skills 
that make me especially good at working with 
people. I also have a strong commitment to 
teamwork. My tactfulness makes my interac-
tions with my colleagues more effective and 
my organizational skills help ensure that the 
projects I work on are successful. I have the 
technical skills necessary to be taken seriously 
at work and I’m always interested in learning 
new skills.

My name is Shanara. I have really good com-
munication skills and I love solving problems 
for people. I’m very detail-oriented and good at 
analyzing situations to come up with the best 
solutions. I tend to be very adaptable and don’t 
get thrown off by new challenges.

Who would you hire?
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Making Yourself Attractive 
Remember that employers tend to hire people that are 
attractive. That doesn’t mean you have to be a beauty 
queen or fashion model, but it does mean that you need 
to make yourself energetically attractive. You only get 
one chance to make a first impression.

P.L.E.A.S.E.
Posture
One of the first impressions people have of you is 
how you stand and sit. Stand up straight, shoul-
ders back and relaxed. If offered a chair, sit on the 
front edge of the chair and don’t lean back. This 
automatically makes you seem more engaged and 
interested. Leaning back and getting too comfort-
able makes you appear lazy. Avoid crossed arms. It 
makes you seem defensive.

Language
Use the best English you can. Avoid street language 
and slang. No matter what the interviewer does, 
don’t swear. Make sure you keep your volume level 
up. You never want an interviewer to have a hard 
time hearing or understanding you. That’s enough to get you dis-
qualified from the top. Politeness matters here. You will never go 
wrong with “yes ma’am,” or “yes sir.”

Eye Contact
Maintain consistent eye contact. You don’t need to 
stare, but you do need to avoid looking down too 
much or looking all over the room. It makes you 
seem either too subservient or too distracted. It’s 
okay to look away for a moment when thinking 
about your answer, but then bring your gaze back 
to your interviewer.

10

Attire & Appearance
What you wear and the care you take with your 
appearance says a lot about you. Dress in clean 
and well cared for clothes that don’t smell of ciga-
rettes. Guys, a collared shirt and a pair of khakis 
with a belt or at least tight around your waist usu-
ally works well. A sports jacket is a plus. Ladies, 
a dress blouse and a knee-length skirt or pair of 
slacks is appropriate. Avoid too much make-up, 
excessive jewelry, really high heels or clothing 
that reveals too much skin. If you have a lot of tat-
toos, make sure they are covered and if you have 
a lot of piercings, especially around your face, 
take them out for the interview. 

Smile
Believe it or not, your smile 
may just be your secret weap-
on in an interview. An easy 
and relaxed smile puts others 
at ease. It communicates self-
confidence and is the sign of a 
friendly and outgoing person.

Energetic 
Attitude
The single reason most em-
ployers give for failing to hire 
someone is that they don’t 
seem to have a positive ener-
getic attitude. An interview is 
absolutely the time for you to 
bring your “A-game” in terms 
of energy. You need to show 
that you want this job and that 
you’d be good at this job. If 
neither of those things is true 
for you, then stop wasting 
people’s time by interviewing 
for jobs you don’t really want.

Remember this acronym
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Making Yourself Memorable 
So let’s assume that you’ve gotten comfortable talking 
about your best qualities and qualifications for work and 
you are able to present yourself in an energetically attrac-
tive manner through your posture, language, eye contact, 
attire and appearance, your smile and your energetic at-
titude. The good news is that you’re about 80% of the 
way to getting hired. The last 20% requires that you make 
yourself memorable in a positive way.
You’re qualified and attractive. Now how are you going to 
stand out? There are basically three ways to make your-
self memorable:

• Who you know
• How you connect
• What you bring

Who you know
Okay, so this may not be fair, but the absolute best way to get hired 
is to have an inside connection. A recommendation from a friend 
of the business owner or manager or even a recommendation from 
a current employee often outweighs other considerations when it 
comes to hiring. Your friends can be your best resource.
So when you begin looking for a job, ask yourself these questions:
1. Where do my friends work and would they put in a good word 

for me?

2. Do my parents or family members know any employers with 
whom they could make a connection for me?

3. Could members of my church or community put in a good word 
for me with an employer?

Here’s the catch with this strategy. For it to work, you already have 
to have a pretty good reputation with your friends and neighbors 
and you owe it to them to be a really good employee. If someone 
has recommended you and then you turn out to be a poor employ-
ee, you’ve made that person look bad. You’ve ruined your reputa-
tion and tarnished theirs. Using friends and family to get a job can 
be a great strategy, but it also brings with it a big responsibility.
Needless to say, once you are working and someone approaches 
you about recommending them, be very careful. It’s a good thing to 
be a friend to someone, but if they behave badly on the job it will 
reflect on you.

How you connect
Another way to make yourself memorable is by connecting with the 
interviewer or employer. This can be difficult, but some people do 
it quite naturally. If you are good at talking to people, which usually 
means asking them questions about themselves and listening to 
their answers, then you might find common interests about which 
you could have a conversation. A shared love of a sport or sports 
team, of fashion, of an entertainer, of a place you’ve traveled to or a 
place you’ve always wanted to visit, of a hobby or particular interest 
can set you apart in a positive way in an interviewer’s mind.
If you are a natural people person with good conversation skills, this 
might be a useful thing to remember.  

13



RESUME PORTFOLIO

What you bring
So what happens if you don’t have a built-in connection and you 
aren’t sure of your ability to make those quick conversational con-
nections. Well, another way to make yourself memorable is by what 
you bring with you to the interview.
The two things you should really put some time and energy into 
creating and then bring them both with you to your interviews are a 
resume and a personal presentation portfolio.

Resume
A resume is a one-page fact sheet about you. It has your contact 
information, a record of where you went (or are currently going) to 
school, any work experience you’ve had (paid or volunteer), any 
special awards or certificates you’ve received, and any special 
skills you have. It’s beyond the scope of this publication to take you 
through the process of creating a resume, but most high schools 
offer classes on how to create one and the internet is filled with 
templates for resumes that you can fill in with your own information. 
Microsoft Word® has resume templates under the Word Document 
Gallery. Your community probably also has youth career centers 
where you can get help with your resume.
Always bring a clean copy of your resume to an interview. It has a 
lot of the information you will need to fill out your employment ap-
plication. If the employer says your resume isn’t necessary, try to 
leave it anyway. There’s a good chance it will get stapled to your 

application, which will make your application stand out. Be honest 
on your resume, but be thorough. Many people overlook significant 
volunteer experiences on their resumes. 

Personal Presentation Portfolio
A personal presentation portfolio is a binder containing evidence of 
any claims you are making about your skills and experiences. It’s a 
great way to show yourself at your best. You can find attractive and 
professional looking portfolios or presentation books at Barnes and 
Nobles Book Stores, arts supply stores, or some of the larger office 
supply stores like Staples or Office Max/Depot. Your portfolio might 
contain: 
• samples of your ability communicate in writing; 
• letters of recommendation from coaches, teachers, employers, 

or community leaders; 
• certificates and awards; 
• programs from performances or press clippings;
• photographic evidence attesting to your skills and interests;
• photographs of artwork, projects, and performances.
Taking the time to create a personal presentation portfolio says a 
lot to a potential employer. It helps you come across as someone 
who is serious about working and serious about your life. It helps an 
employer see you as organized, thoughtful, responsible, and active.
Having a portfolio also helps you better understand you. It helps 
you see your strengths and capabilities more clearly and it can help 
you be more clear about where you want to go in your life.

14 15
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Using Your Portfolio In An Interview
Several days before the interview:

1. Check your resume. Is it up to date? Do you have at least one extra 
copy to leave with the person interviewing you? Even if you had to fill 
out much of the same information on an employment form, it is still a 
professional touch to leave a resume.

2. Reorganize your portfolio to match the requirements of the interview. 
For example, if the interview is for a service job at a pet store, you 
might want to highlight some of your other service-related jobs. You 
might want to show your social or people skills. If you have evidence 
of how much you love animals, you can highlight that. Highlight ma-
terials by moving them closer to the front of your portfolio.

3. Make sure your portfolio is neat and clean. 
4. Practice how you might use your portfolio in advance. A parent, 

teacher, or peer might help you role-play. Think about which evi-
dence most strongly matches the employer’s needs.

On the day of the interview:
5. Remember the P.L.E.A.S.E. Strategy (pages 10 & 11). Posture, 

Language, Eye Contact, Attire & Appearance, Smile, and Energetic 
Attitude.

6. Be a little early. This gives you a chance to compose yourself before 
the interview and rehearse one last time. Try taking some deep slow 
breaths and saying to yourself “I want this job. I’d be good at this job. 
I’m the best person for this job.”

7. Never just hand a portfolio to the interviewer. Hold it for a few min-
utes. Try to maintain control of your portfolio. If someone takes it 
from you and doesn’t open it, it can be awkward to get it back to 
show your examples.

8. When you are asked questions about your experiences, try to back 
up what you say with portfolio evidence. If you are asked for a 
qualification you don’t have, try to answer with a “No, but...” That 
means that you redirect the question to a skill that you do have. 
Example: Question—“Have you ever conducted inventory in a store?” 
Answer—“No, but my math grades are very good, I’m comfortable 

working with numbers, and I am good with details.” You can then 
back up these statements with evidence from your portfolio.

9. When asked why you want a specific job, it is always better if you 
can explain it as part of your career plan. You could refer the em-
ployer to a career plan or statement in your portfolio.

10. You won’t be able to walk someone through your whole portfolio. 
Don’t expect to! Be prepared to point out the highlights in the limited 
time you may have. That means you should know what the highlights 
are and where they are.

11. Remember to leave a resume behind.
12. In general, it isn’t a good idea to leave your portfolio behind. You will 

probably want to use it for other interviews. The only exception to 
this rule is if the interview went really well and you are asked to leave 
it behind. In that case, ask if you can schedule a time the next day 
to come pick it up. This can provide the added benefit of giving you 
a second contact with the employer. Just never leave your portfolio 
without a mutually agreed time for you to pick it up (then, of course, 
you have to remember to pick it up).

After the interview:
13. Take some time to evaluate the interview process. Did you have a 

chance to use your portfolio? Was there anything that you wished 
you had that wasn’t in your portfolio? Were you comfortable with the 
order of the materials? Is there anything that could sell your abili-
ties better next time? Were there questions for which you need to 
develop better answers?

17

HONESTY: While it is true that everyone tries to look their 
best in an interview, it’s never a good idea to lie about 
your qualifications or experiences. The consequences to 
your reputation are just too serious to take the risk. Be-
sides, if you’re really practicing the art of presenting the 
best you possible to the world, you won’t need to lie. 
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Where to Look 
Now that you’ve got a 
sense of how to present 
yourself at your best by 
appearing qualified, look-
ing attractive and stand-
ing out as memorable in 
a positive way, it’s time to 
put those skills to work.
For entry level jobs the best 
way to learn about hiring is by 
networking with your friends 
who have jobs. 
They know when their business 
is hiring and if an employer can 
hire someone without adver-
tising, they probably will. This 
also gives you an opportunity 
to use an inside connection if 
your friends are willing to put in 
a good word for you.
Beyond word-of-mouth, it used 
to be that most jobs were ad-
vertised in newspapers but now 
it’s internet Websites like Ca-
reerBuilder.com, Indeed.com, 
Monster.com or Craigslist.org.
Since hiring has moved online, 
it can sometimes be hard to ac-
tually get to the interview stage 
because you get pre-screened 
through an online application 
process. But, a follow-up visit 
to the business with your port-
folio in hand to check on your 
application is a great way to get 
more face-to-face time with the 
hiring manager, and shows real 
motivation.

Networking
This sounds so obvious, but most young 
people overlook this powerful job-search 
tool: Talk to People! Let friends, family 
members, community connections and 
teachers know that you are looking for 
a job. A word-of-mouth connection or a 
referral is your best shot at a job anyway. 
Ask for help.

Job Fairs
Most areas have job fairs where a lot of 
employers come together at one loca-
tion. Your city might even have one spe-
cifically for youth or for summer employ-
ment. Treat a job fair like you would a real 
job interview. Dress well and bring your 
“A-game” in terms of energy, attitude, 
smile, and personality. You may actually 
be speaking to the person at that busi-
ness in charge of hiring, so make your best impression. Bring extra copies 
of your resume and your portfolio if you have one. Bring a notebook and 
pen to keep track of any follow-up that you are invited to do. Write down 
names and phone numbers and e-mail addresses and stay organized.

Career Resource Centers
Look into youth oriented career resource centers in your 
area. These can be great places to get help with your re-
sume, practice interviewing skills, and even do online job 
searches. The staff at these centers can be really helpful.

Facebook
The future of recruiting is in social media. Many businesses 
now have dedicated Facebook pages and use them to cre-
ate a sense of community. A lot of employers are using their 
Facebook communities as the source from which they hire. 
If you know a business that you really want to work for, try to 
become part of their social community through Facebook. Just make sure 
that your Facebook page content represents you as a professional first.

Linked In
While Linked-In is more focused on professional 
careers, if you aspire to one day having a profes-
sional career, it’s never too soon to practice having 
a Linked-In account. If nothing else, it will show 
you how other professionals present themselves in the world of work.
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Sales Associate/Clerk/Cashier
Clothing stores, shoes stores, and grocery 
stores all need clerks and cashiers on a fairly 
regular basis.

Pros...
• It isn’t food service.
• Larger chains often provide benefits after you’ve 

been with them for awhile.
• A great place to develop your sales and service- 

oriented people skills.
• Getting hired by the right store can help your ca-

reer plans and look good on a resume.

Fast Food Worker
Fast food restaurants are almost always     
hiring and they don’t usually don’t require  
experience

Pros...
• It’s a job.
• If you keep applying with a decent attitude and 

appearance eventually someone will hire you.
• It’s a good starter job.
• Do a good job and advancement is fairly easy.
• 16 years old is usually fine. Sometimes they will 

hire at 15 with a work permit.

Cons...
• Minimum wage.
• When the economy is in a 

slump people hold onto these 
jobs so there is less turnover.

• You work assigned shifts and 
some weeks you may work 
more than others, which can 
be hard to budget around.

• The more upscale the store, 
the more competitive the ap-
plication process is.

• You may need product knowl-
edge to be a sales associate.

Cons...
• Minimum wage.
• With some exceptions, fast 

food restaurants are often 
poorly managed. This can lead 
to poor service and a poor 
working environment. 

• You work assigned shifts and 
some weeks you may work 
more than others, which can 
be hard to budget around.

• Your friends are going to ex-
pect free food (don’t do it!).

Cons...
• You’ll need to be 18 if the res-

taurant serves alcohol.
• Some restaurants have com-

plicated tipping out policies 
that cut into your earnings.

• Some diners will be ignorant 
of how restaurant workers get 
paid and think tipping is just 
an option, regardless of how 
well you serve them.

Working It.
At the very least you can build 
some great work skills as a clerk 
or sales associate. If you want to 
make more money in this field, be 
good at your job and make a great 
impression. Take initiative and be 
a problem solver. Don’t just punch 
in and do your time. Care about 
the company and the company 
will think about you when it comes 
time for promotion or training op-
portunities. 

Working It.
While you can gradually work your 
way up the management chain in 
the fast food world, the real money 
is in owning franchises. If you’re 
interested in that, use your time 
to learn how the business works. 
If not, do a good job. Be punctual 
and respectful and hard working 
and leave with plenty of notice and 
on good terms when you’re ready 
for a new job.

Working It.
The big money in waiting tables is 
at pricey restaurants, frequented 
by business people or in tourist lo-
cations. The competition for these 
jobs is tougher. You need to be at-
tractive, personable, organized and 
have a good memory to compete. 
When you’re serving, the more you 
are able to connect with a party, the 
bigger your tip will be.

Waitress/Waiter
As long as there are restaurants, there will be 
a need for waitresses and waiters.

Pros...
• A good waiter or waitress at a more expensive 

restaurant can make significantly better than mini-
mum wage through tips.

• Because people tip for emotional reasons, provid-
ing good, friendly service can significantly impact 
what you actually earn.

As a student, in high school or college, you will probably be 
looking for a part-time job that doesn’t require technical skills. 
These are some of the more common and available jobs.

20
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“This seems like a lot of work just 
to find a job. Can’t I just fill out 
some applications?”
The short answer is “Yes.” You can just fill out some applica-
tions. We all know people who got hired just by walking in and 
filling out an application without a resume or a portfolio and 
without any particular attention to their appearance or how 
they were presenting themselves. Maybe they knew some-
one who got them the job. Maybe they were so attractive and 
charming that they got by on that alone. Maybe the employer 
was desperate and needed to hire the first person who came 
along. Maybe they just got lucky. 
The point is, that’s not most people’s experience with the job 
market. Since the recession in 2008, a lot of older and far 
more qualified people are in competition with you for the same 
low-skill, entry level jobs. And, while some jobs just seem to 
require skills, like being an auto mechanic, which auto me-
chanic would you rather hire? If skills were more or less equal, 
wouldn’t you still hire the person who made the best impres-
sion? 
If you view getting a job as a kind of lottery, then don’t bother 
improving your odds,                               just trust to luck. If, 
on the other hand, you                              view getting a job 
as a game of skill, then                                  why not improve 
your odds and make                                         your own luck?

The other thing to remember is 
that what we’re really talking 
about is your future.
As a teenager or young adult your brain isn’t fully wired to 
think about the future or future consequences, but the more 
adult you become, the more you will be considering your fu-
ture. The ability to find a job is a life skill. That means you 
are going to need it over and over again for your entire life. If 
you are entering the workforce today, current research sug-
gests that you will have between 12 and 15 different jobs 
over the course of your life. Getting good at getting a job 
just makes sense. 
So why not begin developing those tools (resumes and port-
folios) and practicing those skills (personal presentation, net-
working, and interviewing) now? If you blow a couple of fast 
food job interviews when you’re just starting out but learn 
from your mistakes, you’ll be that much better prepared when 
you’re applying for a job that really matters to you.
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Keeping a Job 
Few things feel as good as getting hired for a job. It 
means that they liked you, they picked you, and they’re 
investing in training you. If you’ve been hired, congratu-
lations. You did something right, because that employer 
had other people to choose from and they chose you.
But now it’s time for the second challenge: keeping that 
job. Your goal should be to be noticed in a positive 
way, to be liked and respected by your colleagues 
and your managers, to take on more responsibility 
and to earn timely pay raises and promotions. If you 
know this is just a temporary job for you, then your goal 
is to keep that job for just as long as it serves you, then 
be able to leave that job on good terms and with a good 
recommendation.
The good news is that most of the skills you used to find 
a job will serve you well at keeping a job. Because, like 
finding a job, keeping a job and getting promoted is all 
about how you present yourself each and every day. But 
keeping a job is also about how you actively engage 
and deal with the challenges and opportunities that 
arise at work.
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Cultivating Your Work Brand.
The first thing to realize when it comes to keeping 
and excelling at any job is that you are always be-
ing watched, judged, and evaluated...even when you 
think no one is watching. 
What that means is that you have to be cultivating and main-
taining your personal brand as an employee every minute that 
you’re at work. You have to learn to think strategically. No 
matter how much it might seem like your bosses and even 
your colleagues want to be your friends, they aren’t. I know 
that sounds harsh, but when it comes to the world of work, 
the rules of work will always come before the rules of being a 
friend and they very often are in conflict.
That doesn’t mean that you can’t socialize or be friendly with 
your bosses and colleagues, but never forget their positions, 
because they won’t forget yours.
Fortunately, if you’ve gotten this far, you probably already 
know how to begin cultivating your work brand. Look back 
to page 6 and page 8 for those qualities that employers most 
value. Which ones are going to be an essential part of your 
brand—the things you are known for as an employee?
Over the next several pages we’re going to look at the most 
significant ways you are being evaluated at work:

1. How you show up
2. How committed you are to the job
3. How ethical you are
4. How effective your interpersonal skills are
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How are you showing up?
The first and most obvious way you are being evalu-
ated is on your appearance, energy, and manners. 

1. Do you dress well? Are your clothes clean and pressed and well 
cared for? Are they appropriate for your work environment—nei-
ther too dressy nor too casual? If you have to wear a uniform, is 
it clean and pressed? Opt for a more classical look rather than 
something too faddish, too tight, or too extreme (like really high 
heels). A good rule of thumb is to dress for the job you want, not 
the job you have. If your male supervisor wears a coat and tie, 
then, if you’re a man, you should wear a coat and tie. If you want 
to be a supervisor, by dressing like one, you make it easy for the 
people in charge of promotions to think of you as a supervisor.

2. Are you well groomed? Is your hair clean, cut, and groomed? If 
you wear make-up it should be a clean and simple daytime look. If 
you have facial hair is it neatly trimmed? Are your teeth clean and 
is your breath fresh? Avoid excessive fragrances. 

3. Are you confident and energetic? Do you psych yourself up before 
going in to work so that you are cheerful and upbeat? Do you 
smile easily and often? Do you speak up and not mumble? Do you 
look people in the eyes and really notice them? Do you have a firm 
handshake? It’s not a strength contest, but you shouldn’t have a 
limp-fish handshake.

4. Are you well mannered? Do you use please and thank you and yes 
sir and yes ma’am? Do you listen more than speak, but are you                           
unafraid to speak when there is something that needs to be said?

My Brand: Attractive, Well-Groomed, Polite, Confident, Energetic
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How committed are you to the job? 
This one can be a challenge, especially if you don’t 
think much of the job you have and just view it as a 
way to earn a few bucks. But, this is where you really 
begin to get noticed if you choose to. Building a great 
work brand isn’t easy, but it can really pay off profes-
sionally and financially down the road.

1. Your challenge is to come across as giving 100% com-
mitment to work and being really good at your job but 
always make it look easy. This first rule might seem a little 
crazy, but hang in there for a moment. Never talk about how 
hard you’re working, even when it’s true. Why? Well, we may 
admire people who work hard, but we are amazed by people 
who make it seem effortless. So while being the reliable hard 
worker or the amazing person who gets the work done so 
well and makes it look so easy are both attractive, the sec-
ond one tends to get noticed more often. 

2. Don’t stand still at work. Stay busy. If you’ve finished ev-
erything you were supposed to do, help someone else out 
or take on a new project or do something extra, and don’t do 
it just when you think someone’s watching. If you’re working 
a shift job, it makes time go much faster if you stay busy.  

3. We can’t all do everything well, but if you challenge your-
self to be the best person where you work at one or a 
couple of things, you will get noticed. Find a niche for 
yourself. That means find yourself a specialization. If you’re 
new to a job, take a little while to study the set-up. Can 
you make yourself the “go-to” person for certain situations? 
Sometimes that means taking on a challenge other people 
don’t like doing. Don’t martyr yourself. Don’t take on jobs 
that no one values. This is a strategic move. Take on a chal-
lenge that your supervisors are likely to notice.

4. Keep your personal life and your work life separate. This 
isn’t a hard and fast rule when it comes to sharing positive 
things about your personal life, but should be when it comes 
to negative things. If you’re fighting with your boyfriend or 
girlfriend, turn your cell phone off before starting work. In 
the first place you shouldn’t be managing an interpersonal 
relationship that matters to you by text message. It never 

29

My Brand: Gives 100% but makes it look easy, Doesn’t stand still,
Takes on challenges, Keeps home and work life separate, Always 
makes his supervisor look good.

works out well. Your colleagues may have some sympathy 
for you, but the moment that they have to cover for you, that 
good will is going to evaporate. Leave your personal issues 
in your employee locker.

5. Be a student of your workplace. That means that you ask 
questions about how things work and why they are done a 
certain way. Be careful not to sound challenging when ask-
ing these questions, just be curious. Learn from the mis-
takes of others. As a student of your workplace you will be 
well-placed to make the kinds of suggestions for improve-
ments that will get you noticed.

6. Make your boss look good. Good bosses 
will love you for this and when they get pro-
moted, they’re going to want to take you with 
them. But even bad bosses will appreciate that 
you are always making them look good. Good 
bosses will praise you quite openly for how 
you make them look good. Bad bosses may 
try to keep your efforts a secret and take credit 
for your work. Don’t sweat it. 
Those kinds of situations don’t stay 
secret for long. The right people 
will end up noticing you.

Right about now you might be 
thinking that this work stuff 
sounds like, well, like a lot of 
work. 
You’re right. It isn’t easy and 
most people don’t bother. But 
then most people spend a lot 
of time complaining about how 
other people get all the breaks 
and opportunities and promo-
tions and pay raises. 
Which kind of person do you 
want to be?



How ethical are you?
We live in a culture that seems to value “getting away 
with things.” Cheating in sports is sometimes only 
viewed as a problem if you get caught. You might work 
in an environment where everyone cheats a little and 
everyone breaks the rules and it can be really tempt-
ing to join in, but avoid the temptation. Your reputa-
tion as an honorable and ethical person is worth far 
more than any gain you might see from cheating.  

1. Set personal standards and live by them. You should 
know what your personal code of conduct is and stand by 
it. If you work in an industry with a published professional 
code of ethics, get to know it and make sure your personal 
standards are higher. 

2. Never Lie. It’s simple. Don’t do it. If you always tell the 
truth then you don’t have to remember what you said to 
whom. That means your life is way less complicated and 
way less stressful. Far more people get fired for lying about 
things than for the things they lied about in the first place.

3. Don’t cover up for others. I know, it seems like that is what 
being a good friend means, but how good a friend is it that 
is willing to risk dragging you into their mess? Of course you 
can offer to help, just don’t lie or cover up for others.
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4. Understand the motivations of others. 
People often behave in strange ways. 
Rather than wasting too much energy 
judging them, try to understand why they 
are doing what they are doing. What are 
they afraid of? What is making them so 
angry or defensive or secretive? You 
don’t have to approve of or condone their 
behavior, but the more you understand 
them, the more power you have.

My Brand: An Honest, honorable, and ethical person, who is sup-
portive of colleagues, but will not lie or cover up for them.
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How effective are your 
interpersonal skills?
Your most critical set of skills are those that are di-
rectly related to how well you get along with others. 
These may be habits in your personal life, but if you 
want to be successful in the world of work, become 
conscious of your habits and get them under control.  

1. Don’t gossip and don’t openly disapprove of others. This 
may feel hard because in work settings information about 
others feels like power, but 9 times out of 10, it’s just gossip. 
Stop it. Whether you know it or not, when you openly disap-
prove of others, you’re taking sides and making enemies. 
Don’t waste your energy or your reputation. 

2. Don’t gripe. If you have an issue, go directly to the person 
who can address it or let it go. An honorable complaint is 
good. It’s a commitment to repair the relationship. Anything 
else is just building a reputation for yourself as a whiner

3. Don’t swear. Even if other people do (like your boss), it isn’t 
attractive and it will hurt your reputation. 

4. Compliment people sincerely. When 
you compliment people sincerely, you 
make them feel good about themselves 
and good about you. You’re building a 
team and valuable relationships.

5. Be a good listener. In office situations 
really good listeners stand out. They 
stand out because they aren’t just 
waiting for their turn to jump in and say 
something. 

6. Stand up for others. Cover-
ing up for others is bad, but 
standing up for them can 
build you a powerful network 
of supporters. 

My Brand: A sensitive and supportive team member, without a 
lot of prejudices, and a good listener who stands up for others.
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How well do you handle challenges?
Keeping a job and thriving at that job also depends on 
how well you handle challenges that arise. The most 
common workplace challenges revolve around poor 
commitment conversations. Those are conversations 
where a request is made and accepted. A significant 
part of your reputation is based on your integrity and 
integrity means honoring your agreements. If you 
agree to things without enough information and you 
can’t deliver, your integrity will suffer.  
A poor commitment conversation is when I think I’ve asked 
you to do something, but I’m not sure you’ve accepted or we 
haven’t set conditions we both understand and agree to. It can 
also mean that I’ve accepted a request without understanding 
everything I need to know about fulfilling it. By practicing con-
scious commitment conversations you force others to com-
municate more clearly and eliminate a lot of misunderstanding.
Conscious Commitment Conversations   
With the possible exception of the military (and outside of the heat 
of battle, even the military could stand to improve their commitment 
conversations), when you are asked to do something, it is a request. 
You’re not a slave, you’re an employee. When you receive a request, 
there are actually 5 acceptable responses:

• Yes
• No
• Seek clarification
• Check resources
• Counteroffer

YES. That should mean that you know exactly what you are sup-
posed to do and when you need to have it completed and you feel 
confident that you can fulfill the request. If you don’t know even one 
of those things, then “Yes” is not the right answer.
Example: “I need you to break down those empty boxes and get 
them into the dumpster before your shift is over.” You know what 
is being asked and when you need to complete it and probably 
whether you can physically handle it, so “Yes” is an appropriate 
answer.

NO. That should mean that you know exactly what you are sup-
posed to do and when you need to have it completed and you do 
not feel confident that you can fulfill the request. It doesn’t mean 
you don’t want to do it, but that you honestly don’t think you can. 
Of course when saying “No” it’s a good idea to explain why.
Example: “Will you go reset the cash register program to reflect the 
special promotional price?” You know what is being asked of you 
but you may not know how to do it, so “No, I don’t know how to do 
that” is an acceptable answer.

SEEK CLARIFICATION. This is what you do when you 
aren’t sure of what you are being asked to do. There is no shame 
in seeking clarification. It’s the responsible thing to do, especially 
when it’s your integrity that’s on the line. Once you are clear on the 
what and when, you can then consciously choose “yes” or “no”
Example: “I’d like you to inventory the stock room.” In this case 
you don’t know the specifics and you don’t know when you are 
supposed to have it completed, so this response would be smart: 
“I’d just like to clarify that you want me to stop what I’m working on 
now and go take an inventory of the stock room. And did you need 
the entire stock room inventoried or are you concerned about just 
specific items?”
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CHECK RESOURCES. Sometimes what you are asked 
to do involves resources or things beyond your control. If that’s the 
case, then before committing, you might need to check those re-
sources.
Example: “I need your team to stay late tonight to get the new dis-
plays set up before we open in the morning.” In this case you’re not 
just answering for yourself, you’re answering for your teammates, 
so a strong answer would be: “I understand what you need, let me 
check with my team and get back to you within the hour (or the 
soonest you think you can reasonably get back to your supervisor).”
In this case when you check your resources you might find that one 
of your team can’t stay late, but that the rest of the team feels they 
can handle it. Then your follow-up after checking your resources 
would be, “One of my team (and there’s no need to throw that team 
member under the bus) has a conflict and can’t stay, but the rest of 
us are confident we can get this done.”

COUNTER OFFER. When you are asked to do something 
that you really don’t think you can accomplish in the time frame, 
you might simply say “No” but the smart move would be to make 
a counter offer. That makes you seem like a problem solver rather 
than an obstacle. Effective counter offers sometimes require the 
“seek clarification” stage first and usually require that you under-
stand what your boss really needs, even though he or she may not 
be expressing it very clearly.
Example: “I need you to make sure the e-mail database is up-to 
date by Friday.” In this case you may realize that this is a huge job 
that you cannot do while also fulfilling your other obligations so your 
counter offer might be, “I’m afraid that to get that done, I’m going 
to have to put all my other work on hold until it’s done. Is this that 
kind of priority for you?” If the answer is “yes,” then at least you both 
are clear about it. An alternative counter offer might be “I know the 
big e-mail blast is scheduled to go out on Tuesday. If I push a few 
of my other projects back (and you should be specific about what 
deadlines you are pushing back) then I think I can get this done by 
Monday at noon. Will that work?”
Your boss may not accept your initial counter offer but at least you 
are coming across as cooperative and someone trying to solve his 
or her problem rather than someone who didn’t speak up initially 
and failed to get an important task done.

Managing Conflict
Having clear commitment conversations will go a long 
way to reducing the conflict you experience at work, 
but sometimes you also have to figure out how to deal 
with difficult people on the job.  
The structure of your brain is a kind of a sandwich with a very emo-
tional and highly reactive core surrounded by a more logical and ra-
tional cerebral cortex. The reactive core is focused on survival from 
the millions of years that we evolved in harsh 
and threatening en- vironments. Some people 
call this our reptil- ian  brain, because it re-
acts like a large rep- tile would. The problem 
is that when we feel stressed, the emotional 
core kicks in auto- matically and we tend to 
feel threatened, as if we were in actual physical danger. When the 
emotional core of our reptilian brain is running the show, it feels like 
we only have three options Fight, Flight, or Freeze.
The problem is that the office or the workplace is not a jungle. Fight-
ing is counterproductive and will get you fired. Flight, which means 
running away, hiding, or quitting doesn’t serve you very well. And 
freezing just means that you become incapable of doing anything 
well, which reflects poorly on you.
Your goal, part of your work brand, is to be “cool.” Cool means 
rational and logical—the kind of person who doesn’t let their emo-
tional core run the show and who knows how to defuse the tension 
created by other people’s reptile brains.

Here are some tips
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How to not be one of these people. 
At work, the coolest one wins. Keeping your cool 
means controlling your own reactions and defusing 
other people’s reactions. The first step is to make 
sure that the “cool,” you is back in the driver’s seat.   
1. Slow down: In tense moments, things can get out of control 

quickly. Slow it down by asking for a moment to 
think before you answer or by calmly asking clarify-
ing questions. This will often calm the other person 
down as well.

2. Check your status: If your heart is pounding and you 
are taking short rapid breaths, be careful. There’s a 
good chance that your reptile brain is now in charge 
and you’re about to make a bad decision.

3. Take some steps to put your logical, rational brain back in 
charge: Take some long slow deep breaths. Research 
suggests that this simple act of deep breathing sends sig-
nals to your brain that you are no longer in danger, which 
will allow your logical brain to regain control. 

4. Hold your response: Your first response is probably going to 
be bad or at least less than helpful. When 
someone else is in attack/defend mode, 
they are most likely just going to hear your 
clever comeback (even if it’s technically 
true), as another attack. Remember that your goal is to turn 
down the temperature of the conflict and get it back to “cool.”

5. Refocus on your goal: Once you have made sure that the “cool” 
you is back in control, you can ask yourself what 
you want to have happen and what steps would 
best ensure the outcome you’re looking for.

Once there is a “cool,” rational you in control of your 
response, now you can begin to work the situation.   
1. Dial down the volume: If someone is yelling at you, don’t do 

or say anything until they stop yelling. Instead of telling them to 
stop yelling, which will just provoke more of a fight, try calmly 
asking them to repeat what they just said more slowly. 

2. Don’t explain your point of view: I know this is a hard one 
because you’re pretty sure you’re right, but someone who is 
in fight mode will just hear your explanation as more of a chal-
lenge. They will think you are fighting with them or running away 
and trying to get out of being responsible. If you both were be-
ing managed by “cool,” rational brains, this might work, but at 
least one of you probably isn’t. 

3. Restate what you’ve heard: A great way of defusing someone 
who is in fight mode is to calmly restate what you heard them 
say. Remember that this doesn’t mean you agree with them, 
and you’re not admitting anything. You’re just letting them know 
that you heard them and giving them a chance to clarify. 

4. Ask for guidance or clarity: A real powerful question in these 
kinds of situations is “What would you like me to do?” Or “What 
would you like me to do?” Notice the emphasis is on the words 
“like” or “do.” If you emphasize the words “what” or “you” or 
“me,” you’ll end up sounding snarky and prolong the fight.

5. State what you want: Beginning with the words “I” or “I’d,” 
simply state what you’d like to see happen. “I like working here 
and I want to do a good job, so I’d like for us to come to a work-
able agreement.” Avoid telling someone what he or she is doing. 
That will just fan the flames of the conflict.

6. Get acknowledgement of what you’ve agreed to: If it feels 
like you’ve reached a place of agreement, repeat what you’ve 
agreed to as a question. “So we agree that...”

7. Avoid the need to have the last word: The need to have the 
last word is an aggressive move. Avoid it in yourself and ignore 
it in others. Remember that you should be thinking strategically 
about what you need or want in the long term.
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Part 3:
Building a Career

How big you dream 
and how well you plan

Having a job is about earning money. 
Having a career is about creating the life you want.
Without investing in yourself by earning a training certification, 
a technical qualification, or a college degree, you’re probably 
always going to be struggling financially, working one or more 
jobs just to make ends meet. You simply won’t have the time 
or energy to move out of survival mode and think about build-
ing the life you want.
Finding work is often about choosing between jobs that you 
don’t really like doing. Building a career is about realistically 
assessing your G.P.A. and creating a long-term plan.
Your G.P.A. is the way your GIFTS, your PASSIONS, and 
your ASPIRATIONS interact.
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Your Gifts are those things that you seem to be naturally good at 
doing. Another name for a gift is a talent. If some-
one has ever complimented you for something, that 
might indicate a gift or talent. When we take a natural 
talent and develop it, that becomes a skill—some-

thing we’ve worked to improve. Successful people know what they 
are good at. Never undervalue your gifts.

Your Passions are those things you really love to spend time do-
ing. A great way to know whether something is a 
passion for you or not is whether you lose track 

of time when you are doing it. A passion for something can also 
motivate you to develop a skill for that thing. Successful people live 
passionate lives, doing things they love to do—perhaps not every 
moment—but at least often enough to feel happy and fulfilled.

Your Aspirations are those things you most deeply desire—what 
you want out of life. These can be material things, 
like a house or a car or money itself, or emotional 
things, like love, family, and relationship, or experi-

ences, like travel, adventure, or making a difference in the world.

When you know what you are good at and you know what you enjoy 
doing and you know what you want out of your life, you’re ready to 
build a career plan.
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“Do I really need a plan? 
Don’t careers just kind of 
happen?”
Without a plan, you’re basically saying 
that you’ll leave your future happiness 
up to chance.

Stuff you should probably know.
What does a career plan look like?

The average work day is 8 hours long. If you are a profes-
sional with a lot of responsibilities you sometimes put in more 
hours than that. If you need to work more than one job just to 
make ends meet then you will probably also work more hours 
of your day. But let’s start with an 8-hour work day. 
Let’s assume it takes you an hour to get ready for and get to 
work, you get an hour for lunch, and then it takes an hour to get 
home and change clothes. That’s 11 hours devoted to work 
so far. If you do even minimal cooking or meal preparation for 
yourself or your family, you’ve probably used up another hour. 
Give yourself a half hour of personal time in the bathroom. 
You’ve now used 12.5 of your 24 hours. Let’s assume you 
sleep 8 hours a night. So before getting any personal time 
in your day you’ve used up 20.5 of your 24 hours. 
Chances are that your home is going to require some mainte-
nance and you’re going to have to clean dishes, empty trash, 
make beds, do laundry, clean the bathroom, etc. Unless you 
dedicate your weekends to all these chores, you’re going to 
be spending another hour a day on some of them. If you have 
children or a partner, chances are they are going to want some 
of your time as well. That’s another 2 hours, so now you may 
have 1.5 hours left to do everything you personally enjoy.
So much of your day is going to be taken up with work. If you 
end up doing something you dislike, you’re not going to be 
happy. Why not spend those 40 plus hours each week doing 
something you enjoy? That’s why you need a plan.  

The details of a career plan will look different for everyone, 
but in general, a career plan should have a series of steps 
that take you from right now through your entry into a career. 
Projected dates are useful and can help you stay motivated. If 
you don’t know exactly where you want to end up, the steps 
toward the end of the plan will be less specific, but without 
actionable steps, you will tend to get drawn off course easily.

My Life-Work Goal: I want to make a living doing something I love by 
working as a computer programmer or game designer.

My Plan:
Accomplish these major and minor goals before graduating from high school:
__________________________________________________________   __________________________________   
__________________________________________________________   __________________________________
__________________________________________________________   __________________________________
__________________________________________________________   __________________________________
Graduate from this High School:  On this date:                              With this GPA:

After High School I will: ❏ Continue to live at home.  ❏ Live in a college dorm.  ❏ Get my own apartment. 

Attend this Community College:                     To complete my associates degree by:

(and/or) Attend this Four-Year College or University:              To complete my bachelors degree by:

(and) Attend this Graduate School (law/medicine/other):       To earn my terminal degree by:

(or) Attend this Vocational or Technical Training School:         To earn this certificate by:

(or) Join this branch of the military service:

To be working in this career or as a:                     By this date:

Lake Taylor High School                             June 2017                                 3.6

Make A’s and B’s in my STEM Classes                            Join the computer club 

Work part-time and save $1000.00 for college           Learn to program Java and Ruby 

Design and market my first computer game                           Learn 3D design 

Earn Computer Information Systems Certificate——from Norfolk Technical Center 

Tidewater Community College                                           May 2019                

Old Dominion University                                                   May 2021                

Maybe graduate school-not sure yet                            If I did it would be May 2023                

Computer Programmer or Game Designer                            September 2021                

Your life-work goal isn’t 
always a job. It may also 
be how you want to 
spend your working days 
or what kind of difference 
you’d like to make in the 
world.

Once you know what 
you’d like to do, you 
might be surprised how 
many ways you can find 
to start working on that 
career now.

Not sure you can afford 
college or technical 
school? Don’t assume 
it’s out of the question. 
Talk to your parents, 
your teachers, and your 
school’s ACCESS College 
counselor.

Community college can 
really cut the cost of col-
lege down and if you’re 
going for a bachelor’s 
degree, no one is going 
to care where you earned 
your first 2 years of 
credits.

The military can be a 
great option, but don’t 
assume they will just take 
anyone. Check out your 
chances with a recruiter.
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Part of how happy you will be in a career depends on how well it fits 
your personality and preferences. If you’ve been thinking about a 
particular career, you might want to take a simple work personality 
test to see if it is a good match. There’s a rather long link for a good 
online test at the bottom of the page. It will give you scores in six 
different work personality clusters. The higher the score the better 
that cluster matches your personality and, more likely, the happier 
you will be. 

Enterprising
Business Professions

Data

Ideas

People

Things

Artistic
Creative & 

Entertainment 
Professions

Conventional
Management & Finance 

Support Professions

Investigative
Science & 
Research           

Professions

Social
Helping & 
Teaching

Professions

Realistic
Mechanical 
& Outdoor
Professions

Six Career/Personality Clusters

http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/nov/11/-sp-questionnaire-what-job-would-make-you-happiest
(There’s even a free App called “Happy for Life” that you can download on the same page.)

You prefer 
working with:

Conventional Group: You prefer organizing and pro-
cessing data in a structured situation and office environ-
ment. You may have clerical and computational ability. 
Avoid free and unstructured occupations or situations. 
(bankers, bookkeepers, accountants, secretaries, com-
puter programmers, financial analysts, tax preparers)
Artistic Group: You prefer manipulating physical materi-
als and intangible ideas to create art forms, products, 
or performances. You may have artistic, language, or 
musical abilities. Avoid structured and repetitive occupa-
tions and situations. (actors, composers, musicians, de-
signers, decorators, writers, dancers, architects, artists, 
crafts-people, filmmakers, photographers, game designers)
Investigative Group: You prefer investigating and researching biological, 
physical, or cultural phenomena. You may have scientific 
or mathematical ability. Avoid activities and situations 
requiring business and enterprise expertise. (geologists, 
chemists, physicists, mathematicians, laboratory work-
ers, medical technicians, biologists, research doctors, 
detectives, forensic investigators, park rangers) 
Realistic Group: You prefer physical work and working 
with tools, machines, or animals, usually outdoors. You 
may have mechanical or athletic ability. Avoid situations 
or occupations that involve dealing with people very 
much. (auto mechanics, aircraft controllers, electricians, 
plumbers, farmers, fisherman, surveyors, factory workers, 
carpenters, construction workers, athletes, pilots, some first responders)
Social Group: You prefer working with people to inform, develop, help, 
or cure. You may have caretaking, Interpersonal, and 
educational abilities. Avoid situations or occupations 
that focus on mechanical things or don’t directly involve 
people. (clinical psychologists, social workers, speech 
or physical therapists, nurses, doctors, teachers, coun-
selors, religious workers, event planners, social activists, 
politicians, coaches, some first responders)
Enterprising Group: You prefer influencing and lead-
ing others to achieve organizational goals or economic 
gains. You may have leadership or sales abilities. Avoid 
investigative occupations or situations. (entrepreneurs, 
business executives, executive directors, sales people, 
travel agents, managers, buyers, real estate sales people)

“Is the career 
I’ve been 
thinking about 
really a good 
fit for me?”
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I make a lot of money.
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I love the w
ork I do.

I make very little money.

Unhappy                      Somewhere in the Middle                       Happy     

THE TRUTH: 
About Money, Work, & Happiness

People who both love what they do and make a lot of money doing it report being the happi-
est. But, people who don’t make a lot of money, but are doing work they love, are also pretty 
happy. On the other hand, people who hate what they do, even while making a lot of money 
are seldom very happy, and hating what you do and not making much money is a recipe for 
being miserable. 

What impacts how much money you are likely to make 
over your entire lifetime? (In this order)
1. How much wealth your parents have accumulated. It’s no guaran-

tee of course, and items 2 and 3 can compensate for not coming from 
a wealthy family, but if your parents make a lot of money, you’re statisti-
cally more likely to make a lot of money.

2. How much society values your chosen profession. This is just sup-
ply and demand. It doesn’t matter how good you are at something. If 
society doesn’t value it, you won’t make much money doing it.

3. Your level of education and/or mastery or excellence at your cho-
sen profession. How good you are doesn’t always matter as much as 
how determined you are, but there’s no getting around the need for 
talent and effort applied toward mastery. So pick something you like 
to do that society values and learn to do it really well. 

What impacts how you feel about the work you do? 
(In this order)
1. Your “affective style” or optimism. That’s generally what your hap-

piness set-point is, or how happy and at peace you are with whatever 
shows up in your life.

2. Do you feel like the work you do matters? People who report being 
generally happier do work that they believe makes a real difference 
in the world and helps or serves people, animals, the planet itself, or 
some greater cause.

3. Do you feel like you’re part of a nurturing community at work? 
Happy people often report feeling like their work community is a sec-
ond family.

4. Does the work you do most days challenge you and use your best 
gifts? The happiest people find their work challenging and engaging 
and feel like they are giving the best of their talents and passion. 

“Will money make me happy?”
The jury is still out on this question. Our spiritual traditions tend to teach 
us that money can’t buy happiness, but recent psycho-social research into 
happiness suggests some exceptions to this rule. 
Money spent on material possessions and status symbols of power and 
wealth have only a very short-term impact on our happiness, and have an 
addicting quality, in that our continued happiness always depends on ac-
quiring more and more stuff just to keep us even moderately happy. While 
many people around the world have next to nothing, we need storage 
units to store the stuff we don’t have room for. 
On the other hand, money spent on others tends to lead to much longer 
and much greater levels of happiness. It also seems to be true that money 
spent or invested in experiences like travel seem to generate much stron-
ger and more persistent feelings of happiness.
 

“So do I make a donation 
to save endangered polar 
bears or do I take trip to 
see endangered polar 
bears? Or, maybe both.
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5Keys
To an amazing life and career

1. Find A Mentor: A mentor is a kind of coach for your life and ca-
reer. It’s someone without a personal agenda for your life, who 
just wants to see you succeed and be happy. Ask almost any 
really successful person and they will tell you about the mentor 
or mentors who have guided them through particularly rough 
moments of their lives and careers. 

2. Take Risks: No one likes to fail, but if you don’t fail occasionally 
it just means you aren’t living at your edge. Again, successful 
people will tell you that they learned much more from the things 
in their lives that failed than from those that succeeded easily. 

3. Be A Lifelong Learner: Every person who has been successful 
for more than a moment has this in common: they’ve become 
lifelong learners. They are always studying, learning, practicing, 
and pushing themselves to get better and learn new skills. Take 
advantage of training opportunities at work or school. 

4. Keep Your Work Life And Family Life In Balance: Successful 
people are often driven people. They have a strong desire to 
succeed, but sometimes this can come at the expense of family 
and relationship. Find a balance between work and family. The 
time that your children will actually be children is amazingly brief 
and you will never get those moments back. Cherish them. No 
one, on their death bed, ever wishes they’d made more money 
or spent more time at the office.

5. Find A Way To Give Back: Happy people are grateful people. 
They know they did not earn their success on their own. Express 
your gratitude. Compliment the people in your life. Find ways to 
be of service to those in need. Billionaire British entrepreneur, 
Sir Richard Branson has said “There is no greater thing you can 
do with your life and your work than follow your passions in a 
way that serves the world and you.” 
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About The Together We Can Foundation
We believe all young people deserve the chance to successfully transition to in-
dependent adult life and the workforce. We choose to focus our efforts on Smart 
Transitions for young adults.
Together We Can Foundation is dedicated to improving outcomes for at-risk youth 
in transition to independent adult life and the workforce by ensuring that they are 
better prepared, more connected, and have a greater sense of optimism about 
their future. 

We partner with regional referring organizations 
who work with youth to provide success skills classes for 
youth in areas like personal presentation, career planning, money 
management, and relationship management. Youth who have graduated 
from our programs have a significantly higher rate of high school graduation, 
the pursuit of post-secondary education or training, and finding employment.



Work-Life

Get Work: A Smart Guide to Work
was written and designed by Tom Crockett

with contributions from Harvest Bellante 
for the Together We Can Foundation and their Smart Transitions initiative

Organizations Supporting Smart Transitions for Young Adults

TIDEWATER 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE

From here, go anywhere.TM

Self Help                          $5.00

Judeo-Christian
Outreach Center

PROJECT

HOPE
V I R G I N I A  B E A C H  C I T Y  P U B L I C  S C H O O L S

Check out the Get Set website 
at: www.getsetguide.org 
for more resources.

Take charge of your 
future and play 
an active role in 
becoming the 
adult you want 
to be.
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