- aira Rao was the kind of law student destined for a

" successful legal career. Several years spent prior to law
. “W-school as a news producer gave Rao the confidence 1o
.+ speak up in the notoriously intimidating law school
environment. Good grades helped herland a prestigious appel-
late clerkship on the Third Circuitafter graduation. Rao settled
into an office at one of New York City’s top law firms with an
expansive view of downtown Manbhattan.

From the outside, her life was enviable.

Rao, however, quickly had a revelation about her legal ca-
reer: not only was she dispassionate about the law, she didn’t
feel that she was particularly good at it, either. It’s hard to
know whether her perceived workplace failures stemmed
from a lack of talent as opposed to a lack interest in the law.
Regardless, Rao knew that she had to make a change.

“I knew that the law wasn't right for me, but it's hard to con-
template a career change after investing so much money and
time into a chosen profession,” she says.

Though it took her over two and halfyears to leave her firm,
it took nearly seven years for her to realize a dream she had
secretly nurtured. “I knew for years that I wanted to write a
novel, but it seemed like I never had the perfectidea, the right
amount of time, or perhaps the courage to startonan entirely
new track,” she says.

Ironically, it was Rao’s exposure (o the legal system that
inspired her first novel that debuted this past summer, titled

e
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take
the plunge,
while
others

learn
to slash.

By Ricua GuiLATI
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Chambermaid. The novel follows pro-
tagonist Sheila Raj, a recent graduate
of South Asian decent from a top law
school, to her clerkship for a notori-
ously mean-spirited judge. The prem-
ise seems autobiographical, although
Saira maintains that the story was col-
lectively inspired by the experiences of
many clerks she met while working for
her judge.

She wrote the novel's first draft af-
ter taking a position at her firm with
fewer hours, giving her time to write,
though she admits it was hard to cut
back at work. “I knew taking myself off
of ‘partner’ track at the firm would give
me the chance to pursue what I love,
but I still found it hard to actually take
that plunge. Just being a lawyer meant
1 had already succeeded, but writing a
first novel meant I had to confront the
possibility of failure,” she says.

Now touring across country for Cham-
bermaid and planning a second book,
Rao has successfully transitioned from
the law to writing. But fellow author
Cathy Stocker is not surprised by young
adults, like Rao, who never pursue
their dream careers. Stocker’s research
shows that high-achieving students are
often dissatisfied at work, particularly
in entry-level positions, but often don't
know how to find a career they are pas-
sionate about.

As co-author of the Quarterlife Crisis
Companion, Stocker hasresearched the
dissatisfaction many adults feel with
their jobs and devised practical tools
to help people find passion at work.
According to her research, one of the
main sources of career discontent for
high-achieving students is that happi-
ness is unlikely to accompany the most
prestigious and lucrative professions.

Though it may seem obvious, some
of the most vocal complaints of dis-
passionate employees come from pro-
fessions like finance and law, where
Indian Americans are well-represented.
Outsiders have a hard time empathiz-
ing with the complaints, believing that
money fairly compensates for the work.

But Stocker believes that the media

Marci Alboher: “Slashers are a personality type.”

has unfairly characterized the sense of
“entitlement” that the new generation
of workers wants in the form of passion
and fulfillment from their work. “We
work longer hours than ever and this
generation has to contend with technol-
ogy like blackberries and laptops that
signal the death of the 9-5 workweek.”

She also notes that with college and
graduate school admissions more com-
petitive than ever, children are raised
not only to be good students, but also
community volunteers and enthusias-
tic hobbyists. “Employers demand re-
sumes that include years of mentoring
children and playing an instrument,
so it's not surprising that employees
are confused, and ultimately disheart-
ened, when they find that their job
allots no time for pursuit of these com-
mitments outside of work.”

For some adults, however, the search
for a fulfilling career is less about
getting off the beaten career track to
discover a passion and more about
fighting to keep an interest alive. Ris-
ing R&B singer Ranjini Ettigi trained in
classical Indian song and dance with
lessons from her mother during her
childhood in Richmond, Va. Singing
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but writing a first novel meant I had {o confront the possibility of failure.’

onstage in a high-musical, however,
Ettigi was struck by her overwhelming
desire to pursue singing professionally.
“I was so nervous before I got onstage,
but as soon as the spotlight turned on,
the anxiety disappeared and I was so
happy. The nervousness was replaced
by the realization that I loved perform-
ing enough to make it my life.”

Her family, however, was adamant
that Ettigi delay plans to enter the
entertainment industry until after
college. She soon found herself a fresh-
man at New York University.

It was Ettigi's unhappiness with col-
lege, however, that caught the interest
of a fellow passenger she sat next to on
a flight during spring break. The casual
conversation quickly turned to Ettigi's
passion for singing. The passenger was
friends with music producer Quincy
Patrick of Qwilite Entertainment and
offered to put her in touch.

Ettigi didn't hesitate to audition: “I
thought that the chance of meeting
someone on a flight like this was a sign
thatIshould take a chance on pursuing
whatIreally love.”

A successful audition led Ettigi to
join an all-female singing group that
eventually led to a solo career now
headed toward the release of her debut
album. Ettigi left NYU after two years
of college, but says that her parents are
fully supportive of her career.

“Our community stresses conven-
tional education and careers which
works for a lot of people, but it just
wasn't right for me. I know thatIcan al-
ways go back to the school but that the
chance to create a singing career was
now or never,” Ettigi says in hindsight,
satisfied with her decision.

For some Indian Americans, how-
ever, satisfying the parental expecta-
tion of college and even graduate stud-
ies contributes to the pursuit of their
passion, or at least diminish the risks.
Maulik Pancholy an Indian American
actor with roles on Showtime’s black
comedy hit Weeds and NBC's prime-
time 30 Rock, says he knew from a
young age that acting was his passion.
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like blackberries and laptops that signal the death of the 9-5 workweek.”

Nevertheless, his parents encouraged
him to acquire “practical” skills at
college, so he majored in business at
Northwestern University. After gradu-
ation, Pancholy found steady, lucrative
acting work in Los Angeles, but decided
to take a break and enroll as a graduate
student at the Yale School of Drama.

At the time, Pancholy believed that
it was essential to professionally train
in his chosen craft, though on reflec-
tion he acknowledges a slight cultural
significance to his enrollment as well.
“I never thought about my time at Yale
this way, but a small element may have
been the desire to satisfy some cultural
requirement of graduate education. My
parents were always comfortable with
my decision to be an actor, but I think
that going to school subconsciously
showed how committed I was to the
profession,” he says.

LEADING A DOUBLE LIFE

For many Indian Americans, however,
pursuing their “dream” career is either
not practical, or something they would
love if they worked on it full-time. In-
stead, they pursue their passion part
time or as a hobby. One job provides
financial security, the other fulfills a
passion. Sometimes, the dual careers

Darshak Sanghavi: “Some medical centers were
only interested in medical research scholarship,
not health journalism, so it was a matter of
finding the right environment where they were
excited to support my writing openly.”

offer ways to blend two diverse inter-
ests instead of forsaking one.

Marci Alboher, a columnist for the
small business section of the New York
Times and author of One Person/Mul-
tiple Careers: A New Model for Work/Life
Success, has coined the terms “slash-
ers” for the people balancing multiple

careers. Slashers are all around us,
Marci notes: it is commonplace for
modern entertainment moguls to sing,
act, and design fashion lines. Promi-
nent members of the Indian American
community like Sanjay Gupta and Atul
Gawande have active medical prac-
tices balanced with their television and
writing careers, respectively.

“Slashers are a personality type,”
Marci says, noting that many of the
subjects in her book had always ex-
celled at multiple tasks. “They are often
the kids in school that could not only
be good students, but also be active on
school council and play a sport or in-
strument,” she says. The profiles in her
book range from a police officer/land-
scaper to a Baptist minister/lawyer
that can inspire readers to recognize
that choosing a profession does not
necessarily signal the end of hobbies
or passions. Instead, this personality
type likely fares better by having mul-
tiple outlets, avoiding the “burnout”
that results from an intense, singularly
focused career.

Darshak Sanghavi is a typical slash
story. The Johns Hopkins and Har-
vard-trained pediatric cardiologist
is currently assistant professor at the
University of Massachusetts Medical

FINDING YOUR PASSION REQUIRES A TRIP TO THE BANK

Money is one of the primary reasons
that people are unable to pursue their
dream careers. Today, the average
college graduate leaves school with
nearly $18,000 in debt and at least
$63,000 for professional studies,
according to the American Council
of Education. For some young
adults, starting salaries may not
even be enough to cover both living
expenses and debt payments. For those who
undertake graduate education, the additional
debt may severely limit their career choices
after graduation.

“Parents, educators, and society at large
encourage our youth io be passionate about

the work we do, but the financial
reality of educational debt is that our
youngest employees are working long
hours at jobs they aren't excited about
or challenged at in order to pay back

exorbitant debt,” says Cathy Stock,

co-author of the Quarteriife Crisis

Companion.

Financial stability is ceriainly

a major factor for any unhappy
worker considering a career change. Sandip
Roy, editor for New America Media in San
Francisco and host of a weekly radio show
“Up Front,” transitionad out of a decade
long career in Silicon Valley to journalism. He
recalls that the financial instability triggered
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by the fransition contributed to his anxiety
regarding the career switch.

“One challenge was to tum writing, which
had always been a hobby, into a caresr and |
worried whether | would lose the passion for it
now that | depended on it to support myself.
The second was money. How | was going to
have to live in order to make ends meet and if
| could really afford my ‘dream’ career.”

Stock says that financial planning and
management should be a primary concemn
for zll adulis seeking fulfilling careears. It
may add more work fo their already busy
schedule, but the research can help avoid
financial surprises or workplace boredom in
the long run.
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~ “Our community stresses conventional education and careers which
works for a lot of people, but it just wasn't right for me.

Center. He also regularly contributes to
the New York Times, Parents Magazine,
NPR’s “All Things Considered,” and
the Today Show — and has a critically
acclaimed book to boot. His resume
may be the cause of professional envy,
but ironically Sanghavi never intended
to be writer. Instead, he explains that
he fell into the profession by accident
in 1997, during his first year of medi-
cal residency in Boston. He became
interested in what he considered the
inadequate reporting on the medical
aspects of the trial of a British au pair
accused and eventually convicted of
killing an eight-month old baby in her
charge. When the media didn’t get
the medical facts right, he decided to
tackle the story himself.

Sanghavi published his article in
small journal and began to write more
regularly. Later, a chance meeting
with an agent led to an unanticipated
book deal, which in turn led to more
high-profile assignments. Ultimately,
the willingness to indulge his curios-

SUCCEEDING IN SLASH CAREER

Building 2 “Slash” career by nurturing multiple
interests is one way to combine passion with
practicality.
Below are some of New York Times columnist
Marci Alboher’s tips on creating a slash career
from her book One Person, Mulliple Careers: A
CAREERS New Model for Work/Life Success.
P “THE SLASH EFFECT™ CAN RORK o 10d e Take advantage of countiess ways to try out
A NEW MODEL FOR son?ethir?gAnew wi[l"laut leaving your current job
WURK/L“:E SUC BESS by identifying frete time that you have, whethe.r

weekends, evenings, and summers, to enroll in a

course, start a fraining program, or sample a new

profession.

= \Writing, teaching, speaking, and consulting are

MARCI ALBOHER  the “black pants” of the slash wardrobe because
EITEDS [ SFEMES WHITHES CRACH 2

they can go with everything.

» Having a slash — something you are frained to do,
something that gives you joy and pleasure — can be a wonderful luxury if your primary vocation
is less than what you hoped for.
= Sometimes taking yourself off of the “fast track” in your primary career opens the door to

building a second one. As an added benefit, you might avoid the burnout and narrowness
of focus that often plague the highest achievers in a given field.
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“They are often the kids in school that could not only be good students,
but also be active on sc{mol council and playa sport or instrument.’

ity uncovered a latent interest-and
talent- in writing. He now balances his
medical practice with time dedicated
to writing, a special employment ar-
rangement that was created for him
enthusiastically by the University of
Massachusetts Medical Center.

Like other slashers, however, Sanghavi
had to search for an employer that would
allow him to balance his medical career
with time for writing; some medical cen-
ters scoffed at the idea. “Some medical
centers were only interested in medical
research scholarship, not health journal-
ism, so it was a matter of finding the right
environment where they were excited to
support my writing openly,” he says. In
his current job, Mondays are dedicated
solely to writing.

Alboher says that this is a valuable
lesson for slashers: sometimes the abil-
ity to pursue multiple career interests
comes at the expense of getting off the
fast track of their primary career or sac-
rificing elements of prestige. “You don't
find a lot of company CEO’s leading a
slash life for a reason,” Alboher says.
Careers that require a singular focus

and time dedication do not have the
flexibility necessary to lead a second
career on the side, though she is care-
ful to note that this does not preclude
people pursuing traditional “power ca-
reers” such as medicine, law, or finance
from leading a slash life.

“Medicine is actually a great slash
profession since many of the special-
ties have ‘shift’ work where the hours
are fixed in advance, allowing for peo-
ple to have control over their time off,”
Alboher says. Consulting is another
profession well suited to the slash life
since it often allows for project-based
work that provides a measure of inde-
pendence. Sandeep Sood, co-creator
of popular Badmash and new Doubt-
sourcing online comic strips supports
his creations with bem, a design and
development firm based in San Fran-
cisco and Chandigarh. Despite the suc-
cess of Badmash and Doubtsourcing,
Sood never intended to pursue comic
strip creation full-time, but like many
slashers, enjoys having a flexible career
so that he can devote enough time to
watch it thrive.

Saira Rao: “| knew that the law wasn't right for me, but it's hard to contemplate a career change
after investing so much money and time info a chosen profession.”
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Maulik Pancholy: “I never thought about my
time at Yale this way, but a small element may
have been the desire to satisfy some cultural
requirement of graduaie education.”

Other professions popular with Indi-
an Americans, like finance and law, are
only now beginning to accommodate
slashers. “These fields have lagged be-
hind medicine in some ways because
of the inflexibility of billable hour
requirements and client demands,”
Alboher says. But she notes that slash-
ers reap the rewards of new pari-time
and telecommuting arrangements that
working mothers demanded a decade
ago from these traditional professions,
allowing for more reduced work sched-
ules. In fact, women in general are more
likely to practice slash careers because
they are used to non-linear career
paths, Alboher notes. “Women tend to
see careers as having periods of time
when things are revved up and other
times that cool down, often because
of family, and therefore they gravitate
more naturally to slash careers.”

At its core, leading a slash life is one
way people can add passion to their
careers, but it may also mean reducing
hours at the firm or in the research lab
to make room for a second career. The
arrangement can threaten chances of
making partner or chief researcher.
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WHEN MISERY MEANS MORE THAN WORK

Feeling dispassionate about work is certainly natural for every working person, according
to Dr. Aruna Jha, a researcher and clinician at the University of lllinais at Chicago.
However, prolonged periods of misery and inability to focus on activities that bring

happiness may be indicative of a larger problem. A founder of the Asian American Suicide
Prevention Initiative, a pan-Asian organization of activists and health professionals, Jha
discovered that Asian Americans had significantly higher rates of suicide compared to the

general population at large.

Jha says that the enormous pressure many Asian Americans fesl regarding career and
status is 3 major cause of depression that can ultimately lead to suicide, for which men are
at particular risk. “South Asian men are actually more at risk for aitempting and completing
suicide and some, like the recent suicide by a young Indian American stockbroker who
was laid off, are due to the pressure men feel to be a ‘provider’ in order to be considered

successful and attractive to women,” she says.

Magnifying the problem is the inability of the Asian community at large to acknowledge
mental health issues. “There isa stigma in the Asian-American community regarding
menial health and South Asians are far less likely to seek treatment for mental health
problems, which can have terrible consequences,” Jha explains.

Ironically, Asian American children are mare likely than their Caucasian peers to pursue
the arts during their childhood, making it easier for some to envision a dualistic career. “ltis
not uncommon to see an Asian child be both a violin maestro and get into medical school,”
Jha says, and “and'we don't discuss the pressure to make the pragmatic choice between

two competing interests.”

Pressure ta confine an interest in the arts into a “hobby” creates a situation that forces
multitalented Indian Americans o lose & sense of control over their choices and feel that
the there is no possibility of pursuing an artistic career beyond & hobby. Ultimately, it is the
=cither/or mentality that is the dangerous thought pattern that can lead to depression or
suicide,” says. Jha. “Believing that, whatever career one chooses, ‘either |'succeed or lam
2 failure’ is the statement that should ring a bell in the minds of friends and family.”

For a community full of high-achievers
accustomed to continually climbing
the ladder of success, it can be hard to
step off.

But you should trust your instinct,
says Navin Kulsheshtra, founder of the
visual communications company Devi
Studios. He had always dreamed of be-
ing a doctor, but knew after spending
semesters of college Johns Hopkins
that a life of science was not for him. “I
knew it was not right for me, but trust-
ed my gut and withdrew my medical
school applications,” he says. The deci-
sion was in many ways hardest on his
mother, who like many Indian parents,
valued the stability associated with the
medical profession. “1 knew, though,
from my years at the research lab that

being a doctor wouldn't allow me to
travel and that was a priority for me.”

The honesty with himself paid off. He
learned to create websites as a mobile
way to support his travels across the
world. He recently founded Devi Stu-
dios as a website design company that
also supports his budding documen-
tary filmmaking career and pays off
his master's degree debt. He lived off a
small budget and sought out a commu-
nity of like-minded friends that encour-
aged him along the way. His mother is
now the studio’s proudest supporter. “I
couldn’t be happier,” Kulsheshtra says,
“when I realized that the answer to ca-
reer happiness was having the courage
to trust that voice inside my head that
said to follow my dreams.” 2
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Sandesp Socod never intended to pursue comic
strip creation full-time, but like many slashers,
enjoys having a fiexible career s0 that he can
devote enough fime to watch it thrive.
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