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Riley Reece: 
Welcome to At The Table with Tony. This is a podcast where we get to sit down with Tony Brown, who's 
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. Today, I'm sitting at the table with Tony and his former student, Kelly Brown. Kelly Brown is the 
founder of Kelly Brown Coaching. 
She works with people in all stages of their career journeys to help them navigate career decisions and 
find a job that they love. Before beginning her coaching journey, Kelly worked as an accountant 
executive at Google. In her free time, she enjoys cooking and going on camping adventures with her 
husband and three children. Today, we will talk about their career paths and making decision models. 
Welcome everybody to The Table. 

Kelly Brown: 

Thank you, Riley. It's so great to be here. 

Tony Brown: 

So before we dive into this, it's always interesting to unpack our friendship. I remember you vividly in 
class, I've gotten to know your husband in a way that he's a friend also, and now you're living here, you 
originally were from San Francisco. How do you explain how this has evolved from being a student in my 
markets and management class to where we are today? 

Kelly Brown: 

It's such a great question, Tony. So first of all, I snuck into that class because I don't know how many 
spots there were for markets and management students, but somehow I got one of those spots and you 
played a special place in my heart from day one. But I think we really connected at my ten-year Duke 
reunion, you held a Mad Hatter's optional coffee, and I came back in town with a four-month-old baby, 
a two-year-old, and my husband Danny, whom you hadn't met, and we sat outside Mad Hatter's and I 
told you I had just left my job at Google and you said, "You made a pivot and we reconnected in that 
way." 
And then from that point, you really have supported me in my journey since leaving the corporate space 
and building a family. And then most recently in navigating this move from the San Francisco area back 
to the Raleigh-Durham area. So our friendship has taken a lot of forms. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, but it's sustained 

Kelly Brown: 

It's sustained and to me, gotten stronger. I mean, I just feel like you've just been such an integral part of 
my life and my journey, and I know Danny would say the same. We both consider you dear friends. 

Tony Brown: 
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See, the other side of the coin is that Kelly and Danny brighten my day. We can get together and they 
always get energized- 

Kelly Brown: 

Well, and our kids know about you. My daughter is like, "Oh, you're going to Tony Brown?" 

Tony Brown: 

Great. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, so they're your grand students, I call them. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. The question for everybody at this table and listening is, have they ever thought about their big 
decisions they've made in their life and have they ever unpacked the process they went through in 
making that decision? And this fits into the category of something that I've done a couple of podcasts on 
this year, and that is things that are important to people, but not front of mind. Friends are important, 
but friendship analysis is not front of mind. Family leadership is important, but family leadership is not 
front of mind. 
And my hypothesis is that we don't think a lot about once we make these decisions, we don't learn from 
them. We don't say, how are they similar in to and different from decisions my parents would make or 
my spouse would make or my best friend would make, what would I have done differently? And as 
important with this is, how do I evaluate these decisions? Were they good? What's the meaning of 
good? Were they bad? What's the meaning of a bad decision? So we're going to go down that path for a 
little while. 

To me, a decision is choosing among alternatives. When I think about my life, and I'll come back to this a 
little later in the podcast, but I've got some decisions that were important and difficult, but they weren't 
difficult because they were complex. They were difficult because they were painful. I remember having 
to put down our cat and decide that that day is the day to put the cat down. And so, that's one kind of 
decision that we say, well, how'd I make that decision? And you've got another kind of decision that's 
really complex and important. Should we sell our company? 
My decision to marry Teddy was not complex. It was a no-brainer, but we require some real analysis to 
make a strategic decision. Then you've got other decisions that are not important. They're small and 
they're easy. And so, it would be interesting for all of us just to think about decisions that we make and 
what's our level of versatility. My problem is I'm not versatile enough. I'm pretty good at analyzing 
complex issues at the strategic level, and I have a hard time choosing a cereal in the grocery store 
because I'm processing everything through that. 
I lack versatility in that. And so, this is ... the gist of this is we're going to tell a couple of stories or 
examples. And then at the end we'll find some nuggets. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, that sounds so important when I think about the state of uncertainty in the world too, right? 
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Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 

Kelly Brown: 

That decisions are really about navigating change and is it time to change? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, and I think it's a great comment. I mean, the question is, why bother on this stuff? And my answer 
to that, just to add to your answer, is Stephen Covey, in the book of Seven Habits of Successful People 
that he wrote a zillion years ago, his first habit is the habit of being proactive. So if something is 
bothering you, be proactive. And to be proactive, you have to pay attention to your sphere of influence. 
Don't waste your time on things you can't do anything about. And so be proactive. 
And then, we've got a lot of people, a lot of my friends and your friends who are trying to balance kids 
and career, two jobs, all that kind of stuff. You layer on top of that, technology change and AI. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

You layer on top of that concern about ... For some people, about country's economic future or political 
future. And a lot of people are not real happy with this. You've seen this in your practice. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

What do you see in your practice? 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, so I see this happening often, where there's this feeling of there are things that don't feel right, 
but I don't know my role in the change. And in fact, I'm so scared to even move that I'm just going to 
stay right here. And I think that's why it becomes even more important to think about how do you 
recognize that moment where change is calling you? And then, what is the process that you follow for 
making the decision about what to do next in a way that's aligned with your purpose in this world, the 
way you make things better, who you are as a person, and the benefits for others. 

Tony Brown: 

So you would say a non-decision is a decision off ... Frequently? 

Kelly Brown: 

It is 100% a decision. 
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Tony Brown: 

If they're avoiding a decision. 

Kelly Brown: 

Absolutely, what you're really deciding is to continue as you are. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, and that's a sneaky one, right? Because that one you can get really far along in your life and look 
back and say, "Oh, no, by not deciding, I decided to stay right here." 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. It's kind of easy to define some of the big decisions. It's harder to define the non-decisions. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yes, that's true. 

Tony Brown: 
You felt something deeply and you decided not to do anything about it. This all ties into my work that 
I've labeled in many cases, do better, be better. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right, right. 

Tony Brown: 

Do better is an action-oriented word. And if you go out and do good things, good things will happen. 
That's the premise of it. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right, so this conversation is almost what precedes that, like how do you know it's time to do better and 
be better? And how do you do that, right? 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. That's right. And better decisions on their own don't create results- 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

Better decisions enhance results and results enhance benefits. 
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Kelly Brown: 

Yes, exactly. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. You want to tell a couple of short stories and we will see if we can bring this to life. And all this 
started with you and I talking two days ago, decided saying, what are we going to do about this? We 
found ourselves talking about some specific issues that we have a very different approach to them and 
going back and forth. I thought that was really interesting. That's the origin of this, is to say many ways 
that you can make a decision, but you ought to be clear about why you're making it. 

Kelly Brown: 

Absolutely, and I feel like I uncovered a new part of Tony's brain in this where I was like, "Oh, this is how 
that works." Yeah. So when I think about decision process, I think the best way to do that is to use 
examples. One recent example for our family is the decision to move from California to Cary, North 
Carolina or back to the Durham area of North Carolina. And the first step in this was noticing that a 
decision was required, which for me ... I don't know about you Tony, but for me, this shows up as 
internal frustration, like tons of angst, complaining to everybody I know that something is wrong. 

And I just thought, why am I feeling so frustrated by where we're living? This doesn't make any sense. 
We've made great friends and we have this wonderful community, but I'm feeling like it's time to leave 
and I don't understand why. And so, when I start to feel that internal angst and frustration, the first 
thing I've realized in my decision process is that I asked myself this question, and the question is, if in 
five years I'm still doing exactly this thing, how will I feel? And that question has unlocked so much 
awareness for me in so many ways. 
So in that moment, I thought, if we are still in California complaining about the commute and feeling 
frustrated, living in 1400 square feet with our three children who have gotten bigger and feeling like we 
don't have time for our family because we have so many daily scarcity and frustration issues, I'm going 
to be really disappointed in myself, really, really disappointed. And that's not something I can live with. 
And so, it's time for a change, and it's just a matter of what the change is and when. 

So the first stage in that process is acknowledging that in five years, if I'm still here, that's a problem, 
right? So then the next step for me- 

Tony Brown: 

Can I jump in? 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, go ahead. 

Tony Brown: 
You got other players involved in this process. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 
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Tony Brown: 

And Danny and your kids, how did you navigate those conversations? 

Kelly Brown: 

So that's a great question. So the second step in the process is to define what the problem is and to 
figure out what values are in conflict. And so Danny and I literally would joke that what are we going to 
talk about once we actually move, right? We had talked about this on every walk and every car 
conversation, "What are we going to tell our kids? How are we going to do this? Are we sure?" And I 
talked to every close friend I know, including you, Tony. You and Teddy were a big part of this. And so, I 
don't think it's a mistake that my closest friend is a therapist, right? 
My actual friend, not my therapist. But I don't think it's a mistake because there's a part of the 
processing of decisions for me that is very external, that involves my trusted kind of board of advisors. 
Now, I wonder, I'm very curious to hear your thoughts on that piece actually. Do you feel like that about 
your decisions that there involves kind of talking to others about them or does it happen more internally 
for you? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, it is both. It's both. My little model that I was working on last night would say, my decisions style or 
a function of what I'm hardwired to do, genes are values that are really important to me, not valuing 
money, not valuing power, and the context of the situation. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yep. 

Tony Brown: 

And so, I've got to navigate all of those. And certainly, what I'm hardwired to do personality wise or 
Myers-Briggs wise, is to be with people. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

So I naturally will go out and engage people in a decision. 

Kelly Brown: 
Yes, yes- 

Tony Brown: 

And just to take one more step on it, for me, this is obvious to me in terms of how I handled my cancer 
diagnosis, was to share it. I didn't have to think twice about that. That's just autopilot for me 

Kelly Brown: 
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Right, because sharing brings you closer to people, right, yeah. 

Tony Brown: 
Sense of community. 

Kelly Brown: 

Sense of community. Yes. Yes. So similarly for me, I think anytime the decision to be made, I have kind of 
my trusted board of advisor, friend pool. And Danny, and you are part of that. And when I think of the 
purpose of those conversations, it's to clarify the values that are in conflict. When we were considering 
California, it wasn't easy. It was complex because on one side I had values of really valuing relationships 
and community. We'd been there 10 years and we had built that and our kids had built that. 

And then on the other side, I really value living a life that felt authentic and being able to be the best 
parent I could be. And so, I was weighing this idea of this place doesn't allow us to be the best parents 
we can be, but we've built these communities and relationships. And at the heart of that was the 
struggle. And talking to my people helped me realize that. And then from that point I could say, well, for 
this phase of life, what is the most important? And I thought my kids right now are 12, nine and seven. 
I don't have that much longer for them to be at home in the scheme of things. And so for the next 12 
years, the most important thing is being the best parent I can be. And that means we need to drastically 
lower our daily frustrations so we can dramatically increase our presence. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, from my experience, you also ... As I enter the senior years, your needs are going to increase in 
terms of being a parent. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, they say little kids, little problems, big kids, big problems, right? So that was part of it. So the 
question around that point is, what's at the heart of this conflict? What is that about? So if the first 
question is if I'm doing this in five years, how will I feel? The second question is, what's at the heart of 
this conflict and what is it that I really want? What is it that I'm really looking for? And so being able to 
articulate that as part of the process. If the friends, and that was what we needed when we were 
thinking about where to move next. 
I think the third step is to define the very first step. So what is it actually that we need to do first and 
ideally, that step needs to hold us accountable, right? So for me, that was telling people who lived here, 
"Hey, we're thinking about a move back to the Durham area. Can I talk to you about this? What do you 
think about this? What are the schools like?" And so, that held traction because it's very easy at that 
point in the decision for me to say, "No, we don't really need to move. We got great people here. This 
isn't really what's needed." The fear comes in. 

Tony Brown: 

So thus far, we would share two commonalities, I think. One is where we like to engage people. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 
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Tony Brown: 

And the other is, these kinds of things, we do quite a bit of deep analysis. 

Kelly Brown: 

Very deep 

Tony Brown: 

Frame the puzzle before you try to do the puzzle. Is that Danny's style similar to or different from that? 

Kelly Brown: 

That's a good question. Danny's style- 

Tony Brown: 

Because Teddy's style is different from mine. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right, Danny's is a bit different, and I should have known this because when we first started dating, he 
was trying to decide what car to buy, and it took him a full year. So Danny shares the deep analysis, but 
his analysis, I think he would say, comes more from data than it does from conversations with others. So 
for the move, for example, a financial analysis was really important for him to really understand the 
numbers and what that would mean. And so, he leaned less on those people and more on that, but we 
share that deep analysis. 

Tony Brown: 

So can you define important decisions that didn't fit well with your natural style? 

Kelly Brown: 

So actually, I think the decision to leave my job at Google didn't fit well with my natural decision-making 
style because there was a part of me that didn't feel I could be completely open talking to people about 
it. And I think the reason for that was one, there were people in the company still who I was very close 
to, and it wasn't about the relationships, I loved the team, right? But the other thing was I was feeling a 
bit isolated in this decision because I had just had a baby. I was trying to decide, do I want to go back to 
my corporate job or do I want to become, at that point, a health coach. 

People were like, what is a health coach and why would you leave this company for that? It was kind of 
breaking up with Brad Pitt. They were like, he's famous and he's handsome, and he's so rich. What are 
you doing? And so in that, I couldn't rely on my network because their bias was strong, and I didn't 
totally feel like people understood why I was making that choice, if that makes sense. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. How about the meaning of money? If we took a snapshot of me interviewing you about the 
meaning of money a year before you decided to leave Google, when you left Google and in 2025, three 
different time periods, how does money fit in the equation and how has that changed? 
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Kelly Brown: 

So that is such a good question, I've been thinking about this. So right before I left Google, I was still 
finishing paying off my student loans. So first generation college graduate, my parents were 19 when 
they had me. I came here with a hope and a prayer and no idea what it would mean to have student 
loans. So right before I was leaving Google, the money was actually really important to me still at that 
point because it was providing me with a way to alleviate that burden of that debt and to feel a sense of 
calmness. 
So it wasn't that I wanted to make money just for money's sake, but I wanted to feel secure and I 
wanted to feel calm. As I was leaving Google, officially at that point, and I had had a baby and I had paid 
off that debt, and we had enough to meet our needs, which I think is a really important distinction, we 
were lucky enough to have enough to meet our needs, then my priority shifted to time. So I think there's 
two currencies. There's money and there's time, and at that point, I thought, I am the only mother to 
this baby, and I'm going back to a job that I don't even want to do. 

This isn't what I'm supposed to be doing. I'm selling advertising to hotels. This is not for me. And so 
money wasn't the most important then. In 2025, again, I say this from this place of having our needs 
met, right? And so my business has grown tremendously. My client load is nearly full. It's a wonderful 
thing that I love doing, and I don't really care about the money because again, I want to do this work. I 
want to do this work so badly that that was part of the California decision, like can I continue doing this 
work? 

Tony Brown: 
So the definition of needs met is interesting, because I know a number of people, especially in finance 
who don't like their jobs, but they have to reach their number before they can leave. And their number 
is defined as funding their life after ... their job at their current lifestyle level. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, so that's really tricky, because that number could be set at a baseline that seems normalized 
within one context, and it's hard to back off of that, so I hear that. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. I actually had a friend at an investment bank who hated his job. He was in his 40s. We were 
talking, he said, "I have to get out of here." And as soon as I hit my number, and his number was 17 
million dollars. 

Kelly Brown: 

Wow. Right, right. 

Tony Brown: 

Are you kidding me? You hate your job and you only have 16 and a half million dollars? 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. Yes. 
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Tony Brown: 

Well, you had lifestyle of five, $600,000 a year. 

Kelly Brown: 

Well, and that's where the values piece comes back in, right? 

Tony Brown: 

That's right, 

Kelly Brown: 

Exactly. And when I see in my coaching clients, there are people who ... And again, in your class, I 
remember this activity, what does money mean to you? And so for some people, money means worth, 
self-worth, right? And so that is very different than saying money means security, because if security, 
maybe there's a level you can reach. Self-worth, that's a slippery one, right? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. So the idea I think we're wrestling with, again, we're not developing a tool. 

Kelly Brown: 
Right. 

Tony Brown: 

But if we think about things we're hardwired to do, if we think about values, and then if we think about 
context, are you buying cereal? Are you moving to North Carolina? And the money piece is an important 
piece in that, because for my friend, in this investment bank, you'd have totally different value of money 
that value the role in decisions. 

Kelly Brown: 

That's right. 

Tony Brown: 

For me, equity is extraordinarily important to me. Not stock, but fairness. 

Kelly Brown: 

Say more. 

Tony Brown: 

If you want to make me feel sad, tell me that I'm not fair. So in any big decision, I'm going to pay 
attention to equity. If people are going to be adversely effective, you're going to sell a company, you're 
going to do ... make sure that they're taken care of in the right way. 

Kelly Brown: 
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Right, the people. 

Tony Brown: 
Yeah, people matter. We value people. Maybe that's another commonality. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah. That's another commonality. 

Tony Brown: 

We like people. Yeah. 

Kelly Brown: 

And I think the other commonality is when I think about if someone were to say, you weren't authentic 
to me, that would be like a dagger. 

Tony Brown: 

I don't like that. 

Kelly Brown: 

I hate that. I think we share that also, to the point where I show up to Starbucks and order a drink, and 
they're like, how's your day? And I'm like, do I tell them the truth, right? I can't even just say good. I'm 
like, well, I kind of felt a little uncomfortable on the way here, but I think you share that too, that 
authenticity. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, that's right. Your examples are your move and leaving Google. 

Kelly Brown: 
Yeah, those- 

Tony Brown: 

Can you think of any examples of non-decisions that you regret? 

Kelly Brown: 

I can think of an example of a decision that I have some regret about. I don't know that it would qualify 
as a non-decision, but I'll share it, which is that when I was leaving Duke, I applied for Teach for America, 
and then a year later, and I took a job at that point at Duke Corporate Education, which I loved. It was ... 
not the Duke CE that I regretted. Then, I applied for Teach for America a second time a year later. And I 
was accepted both times, and I turned it down both times. And I don't have a regret because of the way 
things have turned out. 

And I don't know that I could have gotten here any other way, but that's an example of a decision I 
made because of money. Because at that point with those loans, I couldn't see how I could possibly do 
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that, even though the loans would be deferred for Teach for America for a period of time. So I have 
some pause on that. What would that have been like? What would that have been like? And I think 
about that, 

Tony Brown: 

Just listening to you, those loans, you would not satisfy your financial needs met value. 

Kelly Brown: 

That's right. 

Tony Brown: 

Because you knew you're going to have to pay them back. 

Kelly Brown: 

That's right. But there was a part of my heart that still wants to ... And I think still is with coaching in 
what you talked about, which is the human development business, right? So how do I use my life to help 
other people achieve their potential? And I think at that point, I saw teaching in a classroom as the only 
way to do that. And so, there was a sense of loss in having made that decision that I think I've come back 
to in a new way. But that's when I think about. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I'll add a couple things for me because- 

Kelly Brown: 

Yes. Please. I want to hear it. 

Tony Brown: 
Well, I'm going to do it go a slightly different way. But many of the listeners would not be surprised by 
my decision model. I wear it on my sleeve. I've embedded in my course. It's get ready, go get set, dive 
deep. It's about being strong hearted, putting the cat down, having the empathy to feel the pain, and 
having the courage to act on the pain and do my analysis, frame it, my change model, frame it, keep 
moving it forward, land on your feet. All those things are kind of embedded in me. 

And what I've done is tailored my life to calibrate with those to make them work so that I'm not in 
conflict. I look at all my job decisions starting with the travelers in the actuarial department, though I 
never had to take in any math. Going to Covenant Group, going to Harvard Business School, going to 
University of Connecticut as vice president for external affairs, and going to first Boston and then 
coming to Duke. None of those jobs I was qualified for and so my- 

Kelly Brown: 

If I were coaching you, I'd say define qualified. 

Tony Brown: 
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I know. Fully qualified. Well, I took risk. So the first job, I went in, I didn't know what an actuary did. And 
a friend of mine the night before said, get a job as an actuary. I needed a job because Teddy had 
committed to teach for a year while I graduated from school semester late. So he said, get a job as an 
actuary. So I went and told him I'd always dreamed about being an actuary. I had no idea what it was, 
and as it turned out, they were interested in hiring someone into the actuarial department as a training 
ground for general management. 

So that was real serendipity. But if I didn't raise it, if I said, "Well, I'd like to be a claims adjuster," I never 
would've gotten that opportunity. So when I came to Duke, I had friends said, how can you go teach at 
Duke? You've never done that before. And my answer was, well, we're going to do it. We're going to do 
it. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

So those kinds of things, going to UConn, I believe that I could manage any kind of organization. I could 
lead any kind of organization. And I realized in the first month that that was not the organization for me. 
Context mattered and it took me two years to get out of there, but I knew in the first month that it was 
a bad decision for me. Is that a good decision or a bad decision? 

Kelly Brown: 

Right, and i think that depends no how you define good- 

Tony Brown: 

And how you define bad. 

Kelly Brown: 

And how you define bad so good in the way that it led to Duke, what was next? 

Tony Brown: 

I learned that I couldn't lead in every organization. So I learned in higher ed, I had no aspirations to be a 
dean or anything like that. And I learned that faculty there that raised their own money to fund their 
research, had more independence. So that miserable two years set the table for 30 fantastic years of me 
that Duke, because I created my own job. 

Kelly Brown: 

And do you think there's any other way you could have learned what you learned there? 

Tony Brown: 

No. No. 

Kelly Brown: 
So it was a necessary part of your step? 
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Tony Brown: 

Yeah, I think so. I think so. I had another good friend who's very involved in higher education in 
Connecticut, sat down with me and he said, "Tony, you're not going to be happy there." And I said, I can 
lead anything. And if I'd listened to him, I never would've been to Duke. And my Duke story is not just 
coming to Duke, but how I structured coming to Duke. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

I could build my own program. I funded my own program. I had quite a bit of independence. 

Kelly Brown: 

So then I think the question is it even worth considering if a decision is good or bad? Is there a need to 
evaluate them? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, my answer to that would be, you can make it good. If it's bad, find 

Tony Brown: 
A way to make it good. 

Kelly Brown: 

Or maybe the- 

Tony Brown: 

Make lemonade out of a lemon. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, or maybe the framing is, was the decision useful? 

Tony Brown: 

It's usually, it's important. 

Kelly Brown: 

Or not useful in the course of my life, right? 

Tony Brown: 

Now, what made this a good decision for me and what you at Google is not only ... it's not just the 
decision to go there, it's the decision to leave. 

Kelly Brown: 

https://www.rev.com/


 
At the Table with Tony Brown S2E3 How Do You Know When Change is Calling? with Kelly Brown 

 
 

Transcript by Rev.com Page 15 of 21 
 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 
If I had been at UConn for 15 years, I would've been really miserable. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

And it's a great institution. So I'm not saying it's where Teddy and I both graduated. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

Again, it's sphere of influence. What can you do, move forward, small bites. All these things should be 
built into the decision-making model, actually. 

Kelly Brown: 

So question for you, Tony, how do you know ... For me, it's an internal feeling of angst and frustration 
that a change is needed. For you, how do you know when there's a change that's needed? 

Tony Brown: 

When I am irritated or something is out of sorts with me, I analyze it. Harvard Business School 101, 
what's the problem, what can I do about it? And so whenever something bothers me, I do that, and I've 
got this folder at home of ... I call it bugs, things that bug me. 

Kelly Brown: 
Yes, I love that. 

Tony Brown: 

And it ranges from big things to little things, but they all trigger something in me to want to capture it 
and act on it. 

Kelly Brown: 

So I think that's an interesting commonality too. There's this feeling of irritation or frustration that 
comes. And so maybe if we think about it, what are the areas of irritation or frustration that anyone 
who's listening to is feeling? And what is that feeling trying to tell you? What is the decision or change 
it's calling you to look at? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 
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Kelly Brown: 

Yeah. So in your life, are there any non-decisions that you can remember? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I decided not to study. That lasted a long time until I met Teddy. So yeah, I had no interest in that. 

Kelly Brown: 

So when you said no to studying, what were you saying yes to? 

Tony Brown: 

Sports and girls. 

Kelly Brown: 

So that was a decision, right? So you were prioritizing sports and girls. 

Tony Brown: 

High school, I did not do well in high school. I've been known to flunk a high school course, and then, I 
scored very well on the boards, the exam. So the people knew I had a brain, but I just didn't ... I was 
brought up without accountability and obligations. My parents never sat me down and said, you're 
doing very poorly in school. My mother was a great empowered person, but it was not about grace. She 
wanted us to be good people. 

Kelly Brown: 

So do you think that if you had gone back and been a very studious person, that non-decision, would 
you still be where you are now? 

Tony Brown: 

I don't think so. I had the best of both worlds. I ended up with Teddy at my side, but also I was of color 
outside the lines person. I was freeform and I was enterprising. So once I settled in, I could apply those 
tendencies to doing something different at Duke. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. Yeah. You weren't just going to follow the playbook. 

Tony Brown: 

I'm going to create the playbook. 

Riley Reece: 

What nuggets do we pull out of this conversation? 

Tony Brown: 

Riley, what do you think? 

https://www.rev.com/


 
At the Table with Tony Brown S2E3 How Do You Know When Change is Calling? with Kelly Brown 

 
 

Transcript by Rev.com Page 17 of 21 
 

Riley Reece: 

We touched on a lot of different things. I've never spent so much time thinking about the way I make 
decisions or the way that I think. I'm a very introspective person. And so I do spend a lot of time thinking 
about how I'm thinking, but not necessarily the decisions that I'm making and especially non-decisions. 
And I think sometimes that can be more important. I think a lot of people in my life have analysis 
paralysis or it's not for lack of thinking that they're inactive. It's because they're thinking too much that 
they're scared to act. And I think that a lot of people don't recognize that as a decision that they're 
making like inactive in action. 
And so, it's just interesting to hear how you both go about making decisions and to start thinking about 
how I make decisions and I guess how my values align with that and making sure that those stay in 
alignment. 

Tony Brown: 

That's great. So for me, one of my qualities is that I think small. I play checkers and so did chess. It's not 
about my career. It's my next step. And I do that with confidence that I'm going to be able to navigate 
and land on my feet. And that approach makes decisions less scary. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yes, I agree. I think that also hits on something really important that Riley said, which is this, how do you 
overcome that fear, that analysis paralysis? And so I hear in Tony this, well, I only focus on the next. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, think small. Think small. 

Kelly Brown: 

It's a next thing, right? I think small. I think what I also think about when I feel that paralysis is I go back 
to that question of if I'm still doing this in five years, what then, what is the path of this indecision? 
Because authenticity is such a core value that moves me forward, but I wonder if that might be different 
for other people. There might be other things people need to do to get out of that paralysis state. 

Tony Brown: 

It could be though. You just used a really good word. I talked to an alum yesterday and she was talking 
about if she leaves, how does she position herself for success, used the word path. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. 

Tony Brown: 

A path. Values-driven path. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right, avalues-driven path is this- 
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Tony Brown: 

Could be a fork in the road. 

Kelly Brown: 

The road on a values decision path or not. 

Tony Brown: 

We don't exactly know where the path is going to go. It's different than saying, I'm afraid I'm not going 
to be able to position myself for success. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah. I'm curious, Riley, if I may ask you a question. Is there anything that's coming up for you that may 
be relevant to people who are thinking about graduating and what's next that this conversation feels 
like it relates to? 

Riley Reece: 

A hundred percent. I think in college in general, and at Duke specifically, there are so many things that 
everyone is a part of, classes included, that takes up a lot of time. And everyone here is very GPA 
focused and motivated, that's how we got here. And then on top of that, everyone is part of a club or an 
organization outside of that. There's a lot of people that have several jobs, and so there's not a lot of 
free time. And so I think that a lot of people use their free time to go out or to party or to hang out with 
friends. And I value that, and I think a lot of people should be valuing that, but that means that you don't 
really have enough time for yourself. 

And that's kind of what I'm dealing with now with five classes and two jobs and making sure that I 
prioritize my friendships and my relationships and that they last post-grad, but I'm also dealing with 
what to do post-grad. And so it would be helpful to set aside time to think about how I make decisions 
and apply that to my job search. And we had a conversation with Brandon Busteed, which is another 
one of Tony's former students, and he talked about what's important in a job search and the importance 
of having great bosses and having mentors that help guide you, but also that you still put in the work 
for. 
And they're not holding your hand in the way that it's stunting your growth but still motivating you. And 
so I think that organizing my life in a way that I can spend time or set aside time to still think about the 
way that I make decisions and then applying that to different areas of my life would be helpful. And I 
don't know about outside of Duke, but I think a lot of people here have struggle with time management 
in that making time for themselves. 

Kelly Brown: 

Yeah, so what you're talking about is a decision around how you spend your time. 

Riley Reece: 

Yeah. 

Tony Brown: 
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So I have an idea for you, somewhere between an idea and a recommendation. One way to interpret 
what you just said, unless your best friends are all in one club, is you really don't have a lot of excess 
time to develop deeper friendships. 

Riley Reece: 

Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

Okay. And most of the time in my teaching, I would say, think of your five best friends at Duke. How 
many of those friendships originated in the classroom? 

Riley Reece: 

None. 

Tony Brown: 

Okay. You're with a group of people for a whole semester. And my part as a teacher, I'm saying we need 
to build a class community if we're going to make this a great course. So I've got some skin in the game 
on this, but at the end of the semester, people report new friendships coming out of the class and that 
have sustained themselves. So you could do that without needing to find more time. One of the things I 
could do, that I did in my class to make it easier is team assignments, projects assignments that are tied 
to real results. Any other nuggets we want to send out? 

Kelly Brown: 

I think the only thing I want to add is that I think we made it seem like this is easy in a way, right? We 
just go through this framework and ask these questions and it's easy. I think what we've omitted from 
this conversation is the inner turmoil that is sometimes present in these complex decisions. And so if 
somebody's listening to this and thinking, "Oh geez, if it was only that easy, I would do it," but it's not 
that easy I don't think for anybody. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right- 

Kelly Brown: 

But it's important, but it's important. 

Tony Brown: 

This is where we were talking, but we would take different approaches. 

Kelly Brown: 

Right. Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

My approach, whatever that person is, would be to say, let's define the problem and let's get to work. 
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Kelly Brown: 

Right, and if somebody- 

Tony Brown: 

You're going to do more inside out. 

Kelly Brown: 

Inside out, right, so what is at the heart of this conflict? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, interesting. 

Kelly Brown: 

I'm finding myself when I ask these questions, what is the heart of this conflict? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, so the premise here is there's value in asking some of these questions, doing some thinking about 
this. 

Kelly Brown: 
Yeah, and it's in order to move your life forward so that you can be what you're meant to be, right? 

Tony Brown: 

It's all about that. 

Riley Reece: 

This is the third 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 receive 
thousands of heartfelt letters since sharing this news, and I'd like to read one of them for you right now. 
Tony. I'm left both without words and entirely overflowing with things to say after the June weekend. Of 
course, the people gathered and the conversations we had were tremendously meaningful, and I'm so 
grateful you sent me the extra notes to come. 

While I knew that I would thoroughly enjoy the weekend, I could not have imagined the central pulse 
that was so alive in every minute of the time that we had. A reconnecting, I'm sure for so many with the 
versions of selves and hopes and dreams that they have inside of them in great part due to your 
influence. All my best. 

Tony Brown: 

Absolutely. 

Kelly Brown: 

Lovely. Have a special weekend. 
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