At the Table with Tony S2E1 Brandon Busteed

Riley Reece:

Welcome to At The Table with Tony. This is a podcast where we get to sit down with Tony Brown, who is
Professor Emeritus at Duke University, and his friends and former students. This podcast is about
connection, sparking conversations amongst Tony's community and creating a space to reflect together.
My name is Riley Reece. I'm a senior at Duke University and host and producer of this season of the
podcast. And today I'm sitting at the table with Tony and his former student, Brandon Busteed. Brandon
Busteed is an expert on education and workforce development. He's a CEO of BrandEd, which is a family
owned education company that provides experiential courses taught by industry professionals. BrandEd
works with major companies like Sotheby's Institute of Art, Vogue College of Fashion, and the New York
Times.

Today we will talk about their career paths, great managers, and what exactly you should look for in
your job search, whether that be earlier or later in your career. Welcome everybody To The Table. Tony,
do you want to start off with your relationship with Brandon?

Tony Brown:

Well, it's always interesting to me what can start as a professor student relationship ends up as a
friendship, and that certainly would be the case with Brandon. And it's kind of interesting to compare
notes and how did that happen. And do you have any thoughts about that, Brandon?

Brandon Busteed:

| do, of course, Tony, and it's a pleasure to be here on the podcast with you. | feel like we probably could
have made a podcast out of our last several conversations on very, very different topics which have
involved deeply personal things in both of our lives.

Tony Brown:

Yes.

Brandon Busteed:

In addition to always connecting with one another on what's happening in my professional career and
also what's been happening in your professional and teaching career, the story | share most about the
beginning of our relationship was when you spotted a talent in me that | hadn't yet seen. And this was in
a hallway between classes my senior year, and | remember you telling me that | should really consider
going into sales when | graduate.

Now, think about this. This is a Duke professor advising a Duke student to go into sales, which for a lot of
people doesn't have the most positive connotation and ring to it, but | remember you saying vividly,
"You have a special talent for that. It's the way to stay between the customer and your organization in a
way that can propel you to leadership positions faster than anything | know."

So you gave me this sales pitch about sales, and that was a critical guiding post. | indeed started in a
sales role right out of college, that quickly propelled me into starting my own business. As an
entrepreneur, you're always in sales mode. You're trying to bring in new customers, you're raising
money. | went on to lead global sales organizations, and lo and behold, here | am in a CEO role. And |
think that advice was profound, but the big point was that you spotted a talent in me that | wasn't able
to articulate. | didn't see it at the time.

Tony Brown:
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| saw you as a word | don't use often, is having great leadership potential. And the whole idea of sales is
not a distraction from as a step forward to that because you were going to be a high performer, and the
best way for you to do that is to get in the game. Don't become a market research assistant to the
whatever get in the game. So you could get in the game in manufacturing or in finance, but getting in
the game and selling is really important.

Riley Reece:

What qualities did you see in Brandon that you thought this guy would be really good at sales?

Tony Brown:

Just the way he presented himself. Your class probably had 40 students in it, and some people sit in the
front row instead of the third row, and some people just project that they're going to be rock stars, and
he's a rock star. And all this came out of our conversation two days ago about the difference between
careers and vocations and jobs, in this crazy world. So that's what we're talking about today is how do
we mesh all this and what changes on that. But what do people need to know about your values or
something else about you that they don't know to be able to get more out of this podcast? And what, if
anything, it's okay, you can take a pass on it, is there anything you want to know about me?

Brandon Busteed:

Yeah, great question. I'd say a couple things. | definitely feel like I've had a career arc or trajectory that
may not have been fully articulated when | embarked on it leaving Duke, but there has been a clear,
consistent kind of trajectory in that, and it started with the foundations of what | engaged in as a public
policy undergraduate major, Tony. And | think your class did a good job pulling them out. You can think
about public policy very narrowly as roles in government or policymaking very specifically. You can also
think about it in the way that it was brought to me, | think, through the Heart Leadership Program, is the
connections between all the different sectors of society.

| think about public policy at its best is this intersection of government and corporate and nonprofit, in a
way where if we do this right, every organization should have its own self-sustainable revenue like a
company does. Every organization should be engaged thoughtfully and meaningfully in shaping policy
that affects people, and also to have a real social value or mission to what it does. To me, that's the
perfect organization is the blend of those. And so I've always tried to either work for or create those
kinds of organizations in my work. And so for the most part, I've either started or worked for for-profit
organizations that have had very, very clear social mission impact values, and | just made a decision. I'm
not going to trade off on those things. | want a chance to perform, | want a chance to make money, but |
also want to know that every day I'm doing that, it is towards a very clear mission-driven and exciting
social mission. And I've always had that every single day since I've left Duke, been different jobs and
roles, but that's always been there.

So | would say great credit to how | was shaped in my thinking by important people like you, like Joel
Fleishman, like Alma Blunt, all luminaries within that public policy school, it has shaped my career. And
so | think that's the piece that | just haven't made a trade-off and | won't make a trade-off around.

Tony Brown:

Just to add two cents on that, the concept is really public problems, but for you it's really public
opportunities. Let's go make the world a better place with a public issue as part of all three sectors.

Brandon Busteed:
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Yeah, absolutely. My question for you would be, | know you made a really big decision right around my
age. I'm 48 now.

Tony Brown:

There you go.

Brandon Busteed:

| think you were 49 when you came to Duke, right? But | would just love to hear more, what was in your
mind as you made that big move? | mean, you've had two careers, you had a corporate America career,

and then you've had a teaching career and you made a conscious decision. Was that something that was
building? Was it more of an epiphany? I'm just curious.

Tony Brown:

Well, it is a combination. It's really not just corporate because | was a vice president at the University of
Connecticut, it's organizational leadership career. And when | was your age, | had been in the insurance
industry. | had been in the investment bank in a university. And what | realized is | really didn't care
about making money in automobile insurance in Massachusetts. | really didn't care about the biggest
investment banking deal. | really was not very good at navigating the complexity of university
leadership. And so | said, | really want to be in the human development business and actually move from
an organizational leadership position.

And so | had made that decision. | was thinking about buying a training company. | was thinking about
going back to school. | was thinking about a whole bunch of things, and a friend of mine asked me to
give up a weekend to help him develop a plan for a new NGO. And another person he asked was Bruce
Payne. So it was serendipity. So it was this combination of having made the framing decision that |
wanted to be in the human development business and bumping into Bruce Payne. And | didn't know
that was right until | came here and taught for a semester, which was magical. So it's kind of get ready,
go get set. You don't sit on a rock and figure all this stuff out. You go experience it.

Riley Reece:

Tony, could you tell us a little bit more about Bruce Payne, just for the people that might not know who
he is, why that's important?

Tony Brown:

Do you want to talk about Bruce Payne or do you want me to talk? You know Bruce well, right?

Brandon Busteed:

Yeah, | think that's good that we pause on it because Bruce is part of the great Duke story in many ways.
He's certainly part of the great public policy Stanford school story. | had a class with Bruce, it was one of
my favorite all-time classes of anything I've ever done. He taught leadership through the lens of
Shakespeare, and that was the backdrop, and also the civil rights movement. And | am hard-pressed to
find a better classroom lecturer than Bruce Payne. | don't know that there is one that exists. He was just
that good.

Tony Brown:
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No, that's absolutely right. And the interesting thing about Bruce and me, we had our offices next to
each other. He was devoted to students, as | am and was, and we have totally different styles, but we
have very similar educational outcomes objective. So one of my students said to me one time, "The
difference between you and Bruce is Bruce would say, well, let's be gazing at the sky and let's imagine
the future." And | would push the person out the window, make them go and experience life.

Brandon Busteed:
Yeah.

Riley Reece:

It sounds like Brandon definitely had a great foundation for starting his career with both of you guys as
teachers.

Tony Brown:

We had a really productive conversation two days ago, and one of the things we talked about which
frames this whole conversation today about careers. Now, for 30 years, I've said, | don't think about
careers. | never had a career plan. | can only discuss my career retrospectively. And then in the last five
years, it's, I'm much more interested in vocation than careers. Careers are in front of mind to people.
Vocation is important, but not front of mind. And all this kind of stuff. Actually, our conversation
changed that a lot.

| mean, in this crazy world, the world is different. The uncertainty is higher. | don't know that you can
talk about a traditional career anymore, like defined on the basis of a profession. | want to be a
consultant, | want to be a dentist. We don't know that at all. But just tacking together a series of random
jobs isn't sufficient either. And so in between to me is my concept of a career path. And that's maybe
three jobs over five years. It's not defining what I'm going to do for my whole life, but somehow a
vocation can be developed if you link together a series of five year career paths that come together. And
so the question is, is it relevant to even be thinking about careers now?

Brandon Busteed:

There's a lot to say here, and | think it's one of your favorite topics and certainly one of mine. And most
of my career and your career, | think, has been spent thinking and doing, around how to think about
career development for others. And whether you call it job, career, vocation, those definitely have some
important nuanced differences in their meaning. But the last 15, 20 years of my career has been in
education and workforce development at a national and international level. And | was involved in a lot
of studies that, for example, the largest representative study of college graduates in US history that
looked at their long-term outcomes in life, overall wellbeing, and what were the magic ingredients, for
example, of their college experience that increased the odds that they were successful later.

So I'll say that I've been deeply invested in this like you have, and there's a couple of important things to
say from the beginning. This is probably not going to be a surprise to most people listening, but the
myth that there is some sort of linear pathway for a career is just, | don't think it was ever true. And if it
was ever true, it is most certainly not true today, right? The idea that there's this perfectly linear
pathway. Just give up on that as a notion because | think it's a hugely untrue and also unproductive way
of thinking. Now, I'll say though, there are things that you can think of as consistent arcs or trajectories.
And I'm going to give you one, and this is super relevant for recent college graduates, but | think it's
relevant for us at any stage or age in our career.
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You go back to a lot of really well-done Gallup research on workplace engagement, for example. And it
turns out that 70% of the variance that accounts for whether a person is engaged in their work,
emotionally attached to their work, right? I'm in it. I'm not just clocking in and clocking out, is about who
their manager is. It's not what company they work for. It's not the brand or prestige. It's literally who
your manager is in that organization. And you could think about this, like the difference between a great
professor at Duke and one who maybe wasn't so great. | mean, it's a night and day difference and
everybody knows it. The ones that were super engaged, just a special... And then you say to yourself,
okay, well 70% of the variance is the manager. What does that mean? Well, it means that you should
probably make decisions about where you work based on who you're going to work for, not what
organization it is.

What's so interesting is you think about our current... I'm going to talk about our country now as a talent
development system. Let's just think about it in that context, right? And you think about how backwards
some of this is. For example, most students choose a college before they choose a major. They then
choose a major before they've really had any exposure to a particular industry or job. And then maybe
towards the end of senior year, they do something like a capstone course where they work on a project
with a real organization, or if they're lucky, they had an internship that gave them some idea around
this. And here's the big issue right now, Tony, in the United States, today's 18 to 24 year olds are the
least working generation in US history, just in terms of pure numbers of hours worked in any kind of
role.

And there's a lot of structural things happening in our economy that's leading that. There's also cultural
norms where, for example, many parents who are very well-intentioned, whose kids don't have to work
because they don't need to work, will emphasize getting good grades over doing anything else. So the
well-intentioned parent of today will say, no, no, your job, Tony is to get good grades and you don't
need to work. So | don't want to distract you with that thing called having a job. And | would argue that's
coming at the detriment of you gaining really valuable experience where we've lost sight of, | would
argue, culturally. We've lost sight of the learning value of work. And there's learning value in every job
out there, including the frontline retail jobs and the manual labor jobs. If you just open your eyes to all
the different things you can learn in that environment. So here we are-

Tony Brown:

Let me jump inif | can.

Brandon Busteed:
Yeah. Yeah.

Tony Brown:

Because you're right on, because your first comments, people might conclude your time about getting
internships. Now, let me just tell you, I'm 82, and if we get together with a group of friends and we get
them talking about their summer jobs when they were teenagers, their eyes light up. Teddy went to
work in the Cape as a waitress, and she had to knock on doors. And so there's value in getting your
fingernails dirty to do something that's different than a lot of other Duke students would do, because
you learn a lot.

Brandon Busteed:

Yeah, that's right. Look, if you can get an internship, great. I'm one of the biggest proponents of
internships on the planet because it turns out that if you had an internship during college where you
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were able to apply what you were learning in the classroom, it doubles your odds of being successful
later in life.

Tony Brown:

Would you let me get away with replacing internship with work for a great boss in the summer?

Brandon Busteed:
Yeah.

Riley Reece:

How would you know that a boss is going to be great? What would you look for? What qualities would
you look for in them? Can both of you touch on what exactly-

Tony Brown:

Yeah, my quick answer yesterday was use your network, use friends of your family, family of your
friends, go talk to 10 really interesting people and you'll have a sense as to whether they're going to
have you at the Xerox machine all day, or they're actually going to care about your development. With
our community projects we've done 500 of over the years, and you really want to be with NGOs that not
only want work to get done, but care about the developing the team.

Brandon Busteed:

You've nailed that answer, Tony, and Riley, it's the right question to ask. Because I'll give you the answer
| usually give to students. And | say, well, think about the best professor that you've ever had or the best
teacher you've ever had, and what was it about that person that made them your best teacher? And the
second that | have them kind of key off of that, they just start running. Well, they cared about me as a
person. They got to know me. They pushed me. They didn't let me settle for-

Tony Brown:
That's right.

Brandon Busteed:

... being average. And so it is very much about what Tony's saying. It's finding somebody who cares
about your development and growth. And so here's a couple other ways to do it. | always say, there's no
secret on any college campus in America who the best teachers and professors are. You won't find it
listed on the website. You go around and you start saying, hey, who are the rock stars here? And this is
what | did. | mean, there was nothing scientific about it, but | heard things like, you have to take a class
with Tony Brown. You have to get into Joel Fleishman's senior seminar. You can't go to Duke without
taking a class with Bruce Payne, right? And by the way, there were other people, | didn't take a
chemistry course, but it was called Bonkistry at Duke when Professor Bonk was here teaching chemistry.

So my point about this is that's true in work organizations, is to ask that question. Well, who are the rock
star managers and leaders here? And then if you're in an interview process, this is my final little piece of
advice. Every job interview, they usually ask that question at the end, well, do you have any questions
for me? And that is the money opportunity, Tony. That's where you go, yeah, actually, tell me about
your management style? How do you motivate your team? How often do you connect with the people?
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That's your opportunity to assess whether you're talking to somebody that is going to be a rock star
manager or not.

Tony Brown:

So the other thing to add to that is what language do we use to have this be applicable to a 50-year-old
or a 60-year-old or a 70? We're not talking about internships, the idea of a great boss, we have to tweak
it a little bit.

Brandon Busteed:

Well, | want to think about that a little bit more because a lot of my framing of this, to your push, has
been in the context of younger career aspirants. But | think when we think about later stages of our
career, | think it gets a little bit more to what you're describing, which is, for example, I'm a CEO now.

So you could go, well, Brandon's not thinking about who his manager is. No, no, no, no, no, no. Every
CEO has a board. Every entrepreneur has investors. And | would argue, you have a choice as to who
those people are. Now, you might not fully control it, but you can influence it, you can shape it, you can
decide who you take money from. You can decide, do | want to take this job as a CEO of BrandEd based
on who the board is? And the degree to which it feels like a strong community aligned on objectives and
mission | might tweak the language instead of saying manager, there's always a team of people. Board,
fellow, senior leadership team members or executive team members that shape that community. But |
think it's still generally the same kind of qualities you're looking for in the people that you want to work
with or for.

Tony Brown:

Yeah, | agree 100%. | think you've nailed it. It's not just your boss, but it's, is this experience going to
help me contribute to the world and develop myself, and the players you're going to be working with
make a big difference on this.

So when I'm thinking about career, I'm thinking about a five-year path, something like that. My concept
on this now is to say, if we wanted to actually pay more attention to our career, there's an outside in
and an inside out aspect. How do | continue to discern my strengths and my values and so that I'm not
doing things that | love to do, but I'm not good at, or I'm not doing things that I'm really good at, but |
don't love to do? How do | discern that and how do | in this changing world identify opportunities for
two or three jobs in five years? You've already touched base on this, but the outside in this Al world and
the uncertain world, and what are your thoughts on that? Because you're a world-class guy on this stuff.

Brandon Busteed:

Let's talk about the many disruptions that in a way you could say are external locus of control, that
outside in. | mean, you may be able to influence, but it's largely out of control. Al is one of the
prominent examples that we've all been talking about. Education across the board, K-12 through higher
ed is grappling with everything from, to what degree do we let students use Al? How does it change
what we teach? How we teach? It's changing how teachers are thinking about the very practice of it. |
mean, it is having a profound impact on pretty much everything. And let's use one example. Computer
science majors became some of the most popular majors in US higher education, it's one of the most
popular majors at Duke, obviously was a path to very high paying jobs in the grand scheme of things.
And as of today, among recent college graduates, the unemployment rate is highest for computer
science graduates.
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Now, that's just mind-blowing to most people because you go, well, how could that be? Well, there's a
few things going on there, but one of them is Al disruption. And by the way, some of the other majors
that students are experiencing high unemployment rates with are in finance and business roles. And
what's fundamentally happening, Tony, is that for the junior entry level associate in many of these jobs,
Al is indeed playing that role. Either partly or in some cases wholly. And so the irony is that we've had
some of our most prized majors as pathways to high paying jobs that are suddenly being disrupted.
Now, that's not saying it's terrible to major in computer science, and you shouldn't think about it. No,
no, no. But just understand that right now that Al disruption is profoundly changing the number of jobs
available in those spaces and what people are doing in those roles.

So there's no shoe in to say, oh, I'm going to major in computer science and that's a magic pathway.
There's a lot going on here. And | think what it does is it forces us to lean into more of the thinking that
you and | had. Sure, | may start out in computer science, but what are the various paths that I'm going to
need to go in based on either external forces that are changing the marketplace or my own choice to
say, actually, I'd rather be doing something more like that. So | think we have to greatly broaden our
view of what we think about as a job, a career, that needs to be a slightly more malleable definition.

Tony Brown:

I'm going to sneak in a favorite word of mine, and | was just talking to my 15-year-old granddaughter
about it in terms of her summer experiences. You would think because Al is hiring, you would think
computer science would be the path to Al. And the answer is not necessarily, because what Al needs are
people that are enterprising. A traditional computer science education doesn't... They're people are
going so fast, they're working so hard that they need people that are going to make things happen. And |
think that higher education has to help students become more enterprising. Higher education has to be
more enterprising over the years.

Brandon Busteed:

Yeah, that's a challenge because you've got faculty who have taught largely the same way for decades, if
not centuries. If you really want to go back to the traditional sage on the stage type of mode. I'll tell you,
this is one of my critiques of higher ed and of students and human beings in general. You could make a
pretty strong argument, or at least | could if we had more time, that asking great questions is going to
become one of the greatest skills of the future. And it's on a simple level to get the most out of Al, you
need to ask good and right questions. But | think we need to be in our roles, in our professions, in our
lives, asking better questions. How do we train ourselves to think about and ask and frame better
questions? | think that is something that we're all not doing as good a job at as we can.

Tony Brown:

Well, I think that's Socrates, but | would add to it, you got to learn to deliver results because you're
going to learn from results. You're going to fail and you're going to succeed. And so maybe when you
think about colleges and universities, the private sector may be the solution to these new kind of
approach to education, because your company is in that business. Is that correct?

Brandon Busteed:

Yeah, absolutely. | mean, | believe that the most effective way to learn is to learn by doing. And that's
not to say that theory and good questions, and that doesn't apply, because it does. Reflection, big part
of being successful. But it's the weaving. To answer your question, | think it's the weaving of the best of
both worlds. The best of the academic world and the best of what you learn on the job, in the industry.
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And so in our entire model, we work with iconic organizations in certain industries, the consistent
framing though across everything we do is that it's all industry immersive, and everything we do is co-
designed and co-taught by an industry expert and an educational expert. It sounds very simple, but
that's the secret sauce of everything we're doing.

Where you are in a classroom with somebody who is in the job and within these organizations, you
could argue they are the best in the world at their job, or they wouldn't have been, for example, hired as
the global creative director at Vogue. So you're learning from the Michael Jordan's of their respective
roles, and it's being co-taught by an educational expert who is helping to frame the question, a project,
in a way that makes sense to the age group, et cetera. As an industry expert, you know the industry
really well, but you may not know teaching pedagogy. You may not know how to design a rubric to
grade a project very well.

So it's the bi-sociative theory that makes this come together. It's the merger of two distinct areas, and |
would call this pedagogical. A teacher and an industry expert. And then the funny thing I'll say about it,
Tony, is that parts of our model, | believe, are even better than a singular job or an internship, because
when students come into our program, they learn about and hear about all the different roles in these
industries. So it's not just, oh, | want to be a journalist. No, no, no. There's all kinds of jobs at a place like
the New York Times, and students usually don't have a full understanding of that. So if you get an
internship in digital marketing, you might learn digital marketing, but are you really getting exposed to
the other jobs and roles and functions in the organization? Probably not. And that's-

Tony Brown:

Well, let me jump in.

Brandon Busteed:

... a lot of what we tried.

Tony Brown:

Yeah. Let me jump in because this is a conversation yesterday with a friend of mine, former student
who's 42, and they immediately jumped to what should | do? And maybe what you're doing is a
significant opportunity for anybody who wants to update their career plan, their five-year career path to
help them figure out what that means in terms of external opportunities and internal efficacy. Maybe.

Brandon Busteed:

Yeah, absolutely. Look, | mean, there's a lot of ways to explore different careers, and this is another
piece of advice, doesn't have anything to do with my organization, but it's related. There's a new book
that was published earlier this year called, 'Hacking College', and one of the big points made by the
authors is that for students to explore careers, short of having jobs and not having a lot of experience or
whatever, one of the most important things they can do is to set out and do a series of informal
interviews of people in those jobs. And you've always encouraged this in various forms. So | might not
be able to get an internship, but | bet Brandon would give you time on Zoom to tell you more about the
education space or about what | do in my job. And you'd be surprised how many people, if you're a
student and you ask for an informal interview, they'll say, sure, I'd be happy to, right?

Tony Brown:
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| think this is especially important. If you talk about careers, what am | going to do for the rest of my life?
It's overwhelming. But if you're talking about a five-year career path or five-year career plan, if you want
to use that language, it becomes essential actually.

Brandon Busteed:

And very easy to do, relative to getting an internship. If you apply for an internship today, this is how
crazy it is, at Verizon or organizations that we partner with, the acceptance rates of their internships are
lower than lvy League acceptance rates right now. So it's not saying you can't get an internship, but at
these top organizations, they're as rare as getting into Duke or Harvard or Yale. But short of that, you
could interview probably a dozen people in different jobs and industries in the next month, if you just
started networking, asking, reaching out, opening doors, right? Like that's doable. That's very doable.

Tony Brown:

So if | could summarize this conversation, what I'm walking away with is when you're thinking about
your career, you can't think about your whole life. Make it into a five-year path, and you have to be
reflective about what that's looking at. It's like not just, do | want to be a dentist or a doctor? It's, can |
have a good boss? You've got to be thoughtful about how to frame what you're looking for. Then you're
going to go out and you're going to talk to people, and you're going to get ready to go get set, and
you're going to get more information and you can update it. And kind of a simple recipe that somebody
22 can do and somebody 60 can do.

Riley Reece:

This has been so enlightening. Now | have a different way of thinking about my future and my own five-
year career path. This is the first episode of season two of At The Table with Tony. Before we go, if you
have listened to any of our previous episodes, you know that Tony has been facing some health
challenges. He's received thousands of heartfelt letters since sharing this news, and I'd like to read one
of them for you right now.

"Tony, | was so touched when reading about how you and Teddy are taking this time to celebrate your
deep love for each other. What a magnificent gift each of you is to the other. Love truly is healing
medicine for our heart and our soul. You are such a wonderful teacher. Even during this challenging
time, we are all benefiting from what you share with us. Your thoughtful, impactful writing is offering
me the opportunity to solidify my intention, maintain my strong-hearted, loving connection to my
friends and family. And yes, you are most definitely a strong-hearted leader. I'm so grateful to have both
of you and Teddy in my life. With much love."
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