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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. 

And today I'm sitting at the table with Tony and his friend Dani Zapotoczny. Dani Zapotoczny has had an amazing 
career since graduating from Duke, from serving as the executive director of Hollywood for Habitat for Humanity 
to launching an entertainment company where she co-produced a Mel Gibson film. Dani worked for many years 
with the United Nations Foundation, running global partnerships with big companies on projects focused on 
building a more equitable and sustainable world. Now, she teaches a public policy seminar on innovating for social 
impact and leads a spring experiential trip to DC, focused on leading with purpose. Today we will talk about their 
career paths and finding meaning in your work. Welcome everybody to the table. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Thank you for having us. 

Tony Brown: 

Thank you, Riley. Yeah. So Dani, our backgrounds before Duke are so different. How did we become such good 
friends? 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

My mom always said when God winks, and then there's these moments where you're put in a place for a reason. 
And for me, I was thinking back on it. And there are many people who come to you through your class. And when I 
was at Duke, you were here teaching, and somehow I was a public policy major and I didn't cross paths with you. 

Instead, I met you on one of the lowest days of my career where I was up at the UN doing work and I missed my 
son's birthday because I was running an event there that I needed to be at. And I came back to attend the 36 
Hours, and I missed 35 of the hours because there had been a snowstorm that kept me there, which is why I 
missed the birthday, why I missed the time with you. And I met you and had this opportunity during an hour to be 
profoundly moved by you. And that was 10 years ago. 

Tony Brown: 

Wow. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

And so I've since then been fortunate to become a Tony person, which changed the trajectory of my life. 

Tony Brown: 

But what a gift to me. I mean, there was something special between us, I think immediately. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Yep. 

Tony Brown: 

And we'll see if we can unpack some of that later in this session because we could sort out how we calibrate our 
stories with each other. Today, what I really want to do is to try to connect, through our conversation, the feelings 
that people have in this world about uncertainty and anxiety and distress and negative stuff and meaning, and how 
meaning might be a partial solution to this problem, the overarching problem. 
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And so kind of quickly, people, I think at all ages are unsettled. That's the softest word I can use. They're unhappy. 
They're stuck. You can add your own language to it. You can think about your friends, you can think about 
students, you can think about your kids. There's a lot going on here. And my typical answer, given my notion of 
leadership, would be built around let's go do something positive. Don't waste your energy on things that you can't 
do anything about. Let's apply that energy to doing something positive. 

And Dani, you know, this is what I believe, could be small. It has to be small because you have to be able to do it. 
You have to be able to accomplish something. And good things would happen. So action is a solution. Action and 
benefit creation is a solution to this distress. Now, one way to do it is just to think of something you could do for a 
neighbor or a sibling or whatever. Typically, another way to do it is people would talk about own your purpose. We 
have to reinvent our purpose. We've lost our sense of purpose. We've lost our sense of positive attitudes about 
what we're doing. And if we do that, we'll end up with meaning. 

Now, I'm going to suggest today in this world that we reverse that and we say meaning and purpose have two 
different definitions. Purpose has to do with aspirations and clarity and goals and a path. Meaning has to do with 
results. Something that's fulfilling. Something that's, by definition, calibrates with your values. And instead of going 
from purpose to meaning, I'm going to suggest today that we go from meaning to purpose. And we'll come back to 
this in our conversation, but that's one of the key things. 

The second thing is I don't like the concept of work-life balance. First place that, to me, work is part of life. Work is 
a subset of life. It implies that work is not highly meaningful and life is important. And you have to maintain a 
balance between not having too much work and having enough life to do what's important to you. And I kind of 
think it's just the opposite. I think that, for my story, and that's one of the things we're going to do today, and I'm 
going to guess it's for yours too, Dani, is work has been a tremendous source of meaning in my life. So it's not work 
versus life balance. It's life balance partially through creating meaning through work. 

And so that's the direction of it. We're going to then unpack seven different jobs in my career. If you call my one 
year battle with cancer a job, I have eight different jobs. They're all different. You've got a variety of jobs. None of 
us had a, quote, "career plan" that we managed to. We could only talk about a career retrospectively. And so the 
purpose of this podcast today would be to say, let's compare notes about our jobs and our career to date from the 
perspective of making meaning. In what ways did they make meaning? In what ways did they not? 

So the idea would be to, I'm going to have a short interview with you, ask you a couple questions. You can have a 
short interview with me. And then we'll have an open conversation to see if we can weave this together in a way 
that is helpful to listeners who are struggling with this depression about the state of the affairs today. Is that okay? 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Sounds good. 

Tony Brown: 

Okay. I'm going to like two or three questions, but what we know is this is a conversation. It's not an interview. But 
when you talk about your movies, pick a movie where the question is, what was your purpose going into that 
movie? What meaning was created from that movie? And in what ways did the meaning that was created from 
that movie differ from the original purpose definition? Because we're really trying to shift the focus to meaning 
making. It's a big question. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

It's a good one. 

Tony Brown: 

You could probably spend an hour on the answer, but I've got three more questions, and you got a couple 
questions. 
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Dani Zapotoczny: 

So early in my career, I have been very fortunate, and actually another person through Duke, my first boss was a 
guy named Randy Wallace, who was a tremendous leader and human being and storyteller. And he wrote movies 
like Braveheart and Pearl Harbor. And I got to work on a movie called We Were Soldiers that was about the first 
battle of the Vietnam War. And on face value, our purpose was to go in and tell this story about these tremendous 
human beings, both the man who was the general who was leading, Hal Moore, and his wife, Julie, who on the 
home front was leading in an entirely different way. And so our job was to tell this story and do it with Paramount, 
and reach a lot of people with the story. 

And ultimately for everyone who worked on that movie, the meaning that I don't think we anticipated was those 
people became our chosen family. Julie introduced us to that term. And they became people who taught us who 
we wanted to be. And had the movie never come out, we spent two years in the trenches with each other, with 
Hal and Julie, with their families and learned how to lead, learned who to be. 

And the meaning of that for us really was understanding in the hardest of times. He was leading a battle that they 
didn't anticipate. They went over and the war hadn't started, and they were in a battle where he lost so many 
men. And learning from somebody who was in the worst of times, learning of someone who stood by the soldiers' 
families who had been killed was an interesting way to start my career and perspective on what's a good use of 
your time. And what they were all about was the man next to you, leave no man behind. They were all about the 
people who they were on the journey with. And each day that they lived, they did small things that nobody saw 
that were what made up their character. 

Tony Brown: 

You got two experiences you're talking about, I think. One is the experience of making the movie. The other is that 
it opened up your, quotes, "family" that you learned so much from. If you had to force to rank order those two 
different meanings, which would be the top meaning for you? 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

The people, the family. 

Tony Brown: 

Even though it was not part of the purpose. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Absolutely. Yeah. I've carried those relationships forward. We're still in touch with the children of those people. 
Our kids have learned those lessons. We carry them. My husband and I co-produced the movie together. And the 
lessons from Hal and Julie are things that we carry forward to our kids every single day. 

Tony Brown: 

So in this experience, you really had a home run in terms of, you had two great meanings. You had an experience 
from the meaning of making the movie and the meaning of the friendship. When you think about your experiences 
at the United Nation or at Duke or elsewhere, can you think of one that would not have meaning making highlights 
for you, where you were disappointed, where it didn't make you feel on top of the world? Is there anything in your 
story that... And we'll come back to that because there's a difference between failure and defeat. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

There certainly have been things where I would say the purpose of why that I set out for, the reason I took the job, 
the sort of the defined objective, I ended up in a space where I wasn't able to accomplish that. But actually it was 
the meaning piece below of those individual interactions that kind of salvaged the experience and made me go, 
oh, this is why I'm here. I thought I came in to work on this global issue in this way. Actually, I was here to bring 
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these people together to connect in a different way, or this young person who has so much value to help them find 
their path. 

I've been really lucky that I've landed in situations where even sometimes the hardest of moments where the thing 
I thought I signed up for went south, there was actually some entirely different reason I was actually meant to be 
there that netted in a place of the human value and the human connection that meant more than what we could 
have accomplished maybe that we thought we were setting out to do. 

Tony Brown: 

So this is one key takeaway, it's a nugget we'll come back to at the end, and that is, on a superficial level, you could 
look at, given your purpose, that it was a defeat, and yet you found ways to make significant meaning in that 
experience. So for people that are worried about jobs and careers, they can find a way to make meaning in almost 
any job, no matter how bad it is. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Absolutely. I think you just have to ask yourself, you always start whenever we're defining, what are we trying to 
accomplish with something? Is it a meaningful use of time? That's something you've said since I first met you. And 
if you start from that and you start from the smaller place, there's always a way in which you can create 
incremental value and you can ultimately have an experience that does have meaning. 

And then there's a ripple. Sometimes those moments you don't realize, I've had students come back or people I've 
worked with, you don't realize that there's a ripple that you're meant to be in someone's life at that moment. And 
then the thing they're going to go do is going to be 10 times more important than the thing you thought you signed 
up to do together at that time. And so you don't know what's going to come of trying to actually... A ER doctor 
friend of ours always says, "I want to be the best part of someone's worst day." So if you can actually try to have a 
meaningful moment every day, you don't know what'll happen from that. 

Tony Brown: 

So then if I were to press you and say, you've had five jobs, 10 jobs, whatever, and you work on the premise that 
you could make meaning in spite of a bad job experience, you could make it a good job experience. If you could 
rewrite history, would you have eliminated any of the job experiences that you had? Would you have said- 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

No. I would do them all over again. Because I think within each job, there was something that I was meant to do 
and I was meant to learn. And so there's nothing I would actually change. 

Tony Brown: 

And you did learn? 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

i absolutely did learn. I've had many failures in between the big swings that worked. And so in each experience, 
there was something that I learned that then made the next thing possible. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. I believe this is very important. I mean, having led the Robertson Scholars Program, you have all these 
perfect applications. And an application that something would jump up to you would be someone who talks about 
a defeat that they learned a lot from that made it not a defeat, something that was not perfect. In your buckets of 
different jobs, including your work today, how does the meaning of money fit into the equation? Because this is a 
case where I think we have similar values. 
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Dani Zapotoczny: 

So interestingly, I'm a first gen student, and so there is an inherent part of me that has always thought of making 
sure that I can provide for my family. 

Tony Brown: 

So you're frugal. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

I'm frugal, absolutely. And at the same time, I haven't ever, in looking back when you were asking me that, I've 
never made a job decision based on money. And I think this is a commonality, like you said, that we have. When I 
went, my first job in Los Angeles, I left here after Cable 13, wanted to go make movies and I interned for free. And I 
had so many student loans. And so many people were saying, "Oh my gosh." I came back for homecoming and 
they had stable job. And they're like, "That's amazing. You're doing what you want to do." And I was literally eating 
ice cream sandwiches at Diddy Riese for my whole meal. 

But I was happy and I was doing this thing I wanted to do, and it had started here at Duke. I worked at Cable 13. 
That's where I met my husband, where I met so many dear friends, doing something that we love doing. And then 
a lot of the things I do also that are work are pro bono, low bono. I do the things that allow me to work with good 
people to try to accomplish something that matters in the world. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. Work is not just defined by your job, but it's doing things that are generative. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Yes, exactly. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. So what would you say to someone who, I had this personal experience recently, really people envy the life 
I've had in professional life, they'll envy your life. They'd like to do it. And I would say to them, "Well, just don't 
worry about money. Do it for free. Or do it for $10,000 a year. Make them an offer they can't refuse." And then 
they back off. They say, "Well, no, I got to make money." What would you say to that person? 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

I've had a lot of similar conversations with my students recently around this. And I think the idea, the term that 
people are using now is a portfolio life. And I've accidentally always done that, which is, I've never had one thing 
that is just this is my job and this is my life. They've always been a blend because right now I'm working with my 
husband on stories that encourage kids to get out to national parks because I love national parks. When we were 
working and running a film company, we were at the same time running Hollywood for Habitat for Humanity. I 
never got paid for that. I did it for 10 years. And it was work. 

I think that I would say don't define yourself in a box where there can only be two buckets, work versus life. And 
find ways to show up in places that you want to be. And you need to have money to live for sure. And that might 
all be within the context of one single job, but say yes to as many experiences as you can. And you never know 
which of those will end up leading to money or end up leading to a job that may be your full-time thing. But there's 
a way in which you can do many things. I had a student who was saying, I teach from 6:00 to 9:30 at night, and I'd 
never thought about that being... And she was like, "That's amazing that you teach at night." I was like, "Well, I like 
it." 

Tony Brown: 
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So this would be an academic question, and I tell my colleagues at Sanford that if you're in the business world, an 
academic question is not a compliment. But it would be, if you and I were filthy rich, this would be an irrelevant 
question. But the reality is that we leaned into this and doing, I believe, with my son, Josh, who said to me when I 
came to Duke, he said, "Dad, you should go to Duke. You seem to have enough money." But he said something 
very profound. "You can get more money." Now we're not talking about getting more money to maintain our 
current lifestyle. I think that Teddie and I could live in a trailer and have a great life. So it's very different from a 
mindset of a couple of friends of mine when I left First Boston saying, "We wish we could afford to do what you're 
doing, but I have to hit my number first." You and I don't worry about numbers. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

I think that I do worry. I'm a complicated person in that I do worry about that. I just never make a decision about it. 

Tony Brown: 

Okay, that's interesting. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

If that makes sense. 

Tony Brown: 

No, that's helpful. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

There's part of me that wants to be fiscally responsible. My parents, like my dad worked in a factory to put me 
through school, like I want to make sure. And at the same time, my dad texted me at one point and said, "You're 
good at helping people. Keep doing that." And so there's a competing thing in my mind of I want to be responsible 
to my family, but I also feel like I, as a first gen kid, ended up at Duke. I had all these gifts, I had all these people, 
these experiences. And I think there had to be a reason I ended up here, and it had to be that I'm meant to do 
things in the world with it. 

Tony Brown: 

So that's a great point. Because Teddie's first gen. And Teddie worries. I don't worry. So she says she worries 
enough for both of us. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

That's how Steve and I are. 

Tony Brown: 

So I don't worry, but she worries. So it works out. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Yep. So many of the gifts I've been given actually in the last 10 years have been through conversations with you 
and through the circle of people that you bring together. And one thing you taught many of us is looking at our 
time and seeing how does it align with our values. Your career has had a lot of different buckets. When did you 
start really focusing in on consciously making sure that those two things aligned? 

Tony Brown: 

https://www.rev.com/


At the Table with Tony Transcript S2E4 Dani Zopotozcny 
 
 

Transcript by Rev.com Page 7 of 12 
 

When I was 48. Subconsciously, I valued all the people stuff, but I had not really thought about it. And it was when 
I was probably 48 when I realized that, leading an insurance company, all I cared about was the people stuff. I 
didn't care about how we could build an effective organization to make money in Massachusetts automobile 
insurance. Investment banking, I really don't care anything about deals and money. I learned the hard way, but the 
good way, that I don't want to be a university administrator and organization leader. 

So reflecting on each of these experiences, and travelers in the actuarial department, reflecting on each 
experience, I concluded that I want to be in the people development business. That was the framing decision. And 
I was thinking about going back to school. I looked at buying a training organization. There are a number of 
businesses that are in the human development business. And the serendipitous aspect of this is a friend of mine 
asked me to give up a weekend to help him develop a business plan for a new NGO. And Bruce Payne from the 
Sanford School was there, and we bumped into each other, and then it opened up the Duke path for me. But it was 
late. This is the difference between career and vocation. It took me a while to unpack all these things and realize, 
see the simplicity on the other side of complexity about what's really important to me. And also then family and 
community. That's all the other two big things. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

What was the financial implication of that choice to come to Duke? 

Tony Brown: 

I started at First Boston in 1991, and I was the CEO of a small mutual insurance company that was more interested 
in political engagement, community engagement, than building something big. So my first six months at First 
Boston, I was working 24/7, seven days a week. Made more money than I had ever made. The next year I said, 
that's too much for me and for my family, I'll work four days a week, which was fine. 

Then the next year I came to Duke and I told them I would work three days a week. And so working four days a 
week, my partial pay was still more than any money I'd ever made. But we had not built huge assets, but being 
frugal, we started to save for our kids' college and things like that. So I came to Duke. It was a very hard decision 
because... Actually it was not hard. If I could have stayed another five years at First Boston, I could have created 
wealth. And I came to Duke and I didn't care about that. I made them an offer they couldn't refuse. It was a very 
low salary. I also said that I would basically fund my own programs through gifts and grants. So I was very 
cognizant of the fact that we can always get more money. And you and I would have similar values on this, I think. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

And now, looking back, and like you said, people look at your life and your coffees and they'll look at your work. 
How do you define work differently than most people? And then at this point, how would you define that success 
that I think people envy and want to have? Did you anticipate coming in to Duke what the outcome would be? 

Tony Brown: 

I had made a decision I wanted to be in the human development business. But get ready, go, get set, the specific 
decision, I didn't decide to come to Duke. I didn't decide to have a career as a teacher. I decided to come to Duke 
in the spring of 1993 for one semester to teach one course. And that course was amazing, and that helped me 
make a decision. So it came out of an experience that was unforgettable. And one of the questions I'd ask about 
myself is how do you explain the 18 students I had in 1993, who probably all signed up because I was working at an 
investment bank, and now I've got this vast network of dear friends, and how did that evolve? What's the story 
behind that? 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

I think you make meaning. And I think in May, I believe there were some folks that were from that first class. 

Tony Brown: 
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Yes. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Which is so many years later. And I think each person that you come into contact with, you bring that. What does 
that mean to you? And how do you go into a coffee at the Washington Duke or a meeting with one of your alum in 
a way that it's not just a conversation, but it actually is a generative interaction? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I can be pushy. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Yes, you can. 

Tony Brown: 

It's like hosting a dinner party and people are talking about the weather, and you want to go deeper. And 
sometimes you have to kind of lean in and just interrupt somebody and move the thing on. So I have had a lot of 
30 minute Zoom conversations. And the clock's ticking. So let's get to the heart of it quickly. So I do that naturally. 
And I'm not very good at chit-chatting in general or small talk or whatever language. And I'm probably not 
comfortable with that. Some people I know can be on the phone chit-chatting with their sibling forever. You know, 
I, let's get to the point. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

You operate from a, and I know this is a word that you've sort of thought a lot about recently, but you operate 
from a place of deep love. 

Tony Brown: 

Yes. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

And I can imagine that showed up in your various jobs in different ways. And I think that you love so deeply that 
you're okay to make people uncomfortable if that's going to help them grow. How did you, inside your different 
careers, show up in ways that helped to push people to grow? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, that just was always my style. This is in 1971, my first [inaudible 00:24:21] job. We changed the personnel 
department to the people services department. And I redid all the performance review processes. It's not going to 
be a performance review. It's going to be a conversation about performance. And now if you asked, how did this 
develop in me? Was it my mother who died when I was in college? Or I don't know how. Could be faith. But I was 
kind of hardwired to lean into this human relationship business in a way that's generative. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

And you are one of, not one of, you are the most introspective person I know in terms of how you approached 
your cancer chapter. I'm sure how you approach the different careers. And you have touchstone principles, you've 
shared the funeral from Terry Sanford. Are there touchstone principles that you think helped you define meaning 
even in jobs that most people maybe would not have been able to? 

Tony Brown: 
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Oh sure, sure. I mean, the focus at First Boston, this is where people make a lot of money. And some people, they 
make so much money that their bosses would say, "They make so much money. I don't know have to coddle them. 
I don't have to... What is this is all this soft stuff?" We went in there to change the climate. And we went in there 
to change the climate about gender and change the climate in general, and it worked. 

The interview, when I met with the team, you had all these tough guys, Nick Minucci who kept the markets open in 
1978, and Al Jackson in equity that never smiled, and Lon Gorman who had gold chains around his... And I said to 
them, "I'm not going to come here unless I can be your hero. What would it take for me to be your hero?" You 
know what they said? They said, "Well, if we could ever be honest with each other, if we could ever figure out who 
reports to whom, if we could ever work as a team, and this is a hard environment." I said, "Well, I can do that. I can 
do that." 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

And it's a hard environment for a lot of people in different ways. And there are, like you said, a lot of people who 
are saying to themselves, I'm in this job and it doesn't have purpose. Or I'm in this moment of life. I've lost my job, 
and what's my meaning? You clearly took what was a small step, and small is beautiful is something you say a lot, 
but what would be something that somebody who's struggling right now to find meaning, as they're looking for a 
job or if they're in a job that they feel like isn't achieving the thing that they set out to, what would be your counsel 
to them? 

Tony Brown: 

So my counsel to them would be to think about this relationship between purpose and meaning. Focus on 
meaning. When I look at my career, the home run is if you've got clear purpose, and that's the source of meaning. 
Like you in your movie without the family. That's great. That's one plus one equals five. 

I can think of examples where I had purpose, but didn't end up with meaning. This was an experience as a 
university executive. I had all these big ideas, I had these aspirations. We didn't get anywhere. But like you, I could 
find ways to make meaning in that situation. So it would be, that's the worst job I ever had, but it's also the best 
because I learned so much about what I wanted to do. 

I also can think of situations where I did not have purpose, but I found great meaning, and this would be my cancer 
in the last year. I didn't go in with purpose for my dealing with cancer, but what's happened in the last year, as you 
know, is amazing. It's amazing, and it's a deep source of meaning. Totally unprojected. And so you've got various 
combinations. 

But the focus just for this podcast is let's focus on meaning making, and you can make it in any situation. If Viktor 
Frankl can make meaning in a Nazi concentration camp, you can make meaning in any place. And this was certainly 
my attitude about cancer. I thought about Viktor Frankl. I can make meaning out of this. I can be upfront, up 
board, positive, purposeful, not going to whine, not going to be distressed. And then that's just I'm kind of 
hardwired to do that. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

Makes a lot of sense. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. So meaning making. It's going from purpose, instead of purpose to meaning, meaning to purpose. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

And I think this is really applicable and it's interesting. Riley, you were saying earlier about some students who 
have listened to Tony and learned, current students, and it's a tough job market right now. And so as students are 
going through what is a tough job market, and they've gone through a tough time with COVID, and they're just, it's 
not been an easy time to come of age. And at the same time we're saying make meaning and find your purpose. 

https://www.rev.com/


At the Table with Tony Transcript S2E4 Dani Zopotozcny 
 
 

Transcript by Rev.com Page 10 of 12 
 

And they're trying to balance that and find joy in their daily lives. What do you think in the job search process as 
students are looking towards building a future, how do you think they can approach that process of looking for a 
first step in a way that will set them up, not necessarily just to go after the number? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, this is easy. It's a little bit like I, frankly, a lot of times don't care where someone goes to college. But over 
your lifespan, your first job is amazingly unimportant. And so if you talk to a group of entrepreneurs, and you ask 
them what their first job was, and they say, "Well, I was working in a consulting firm." And I say, "Do you regret 
that?" They say, "No, because we had to learn what we didn't want to do." So there's no way, if I have the right 
attitude, my first job can be good or bad, but if it's bad, I can learn so much that would make it good. 

Riley Reece: 

Yeah. I think that how students today, or at least how I'm thinking about it, is kind of like your first job outside of 
college is a stepping stone. So you want it to be something in the general direction of what you want to do. And 
because the job market is really unpredictable, and at this moment not the best, I think it's just difficult to discern 
how to be like, oh, how do I balance making meaning and choosing a job that you think is going to be worthwhile 
and fulfilling for you, but also we all need to make money? 

And a lot of people here, most of my friends have several jobs on top of the classes and overloading and 
everything. And so it's like, well, right now we're just used to go, go, go, and trying to make money and also learn 
and set yourself up for success later. And so how do you tell those people that they also need to focus and set 
aside time to think, well, how does this matter long term? How do I make meaning in this, but also like- 

Tony Brown: 

I understand. 

Riley Reece: 

.. .how am I sustaining myself? 

Tony Brown: 

So my answer to that is clear. I think your first job absolutely should be a stepping stone. But I do not think it's a 
stepping stone in a direction. If you have your first job, and you make meaning out of it, that makes it a stepping 
stone. And so this idea that it has to be a step in a path, I think is not what I would recommend. 

Now the second thing is be clear about the meaning of money. Now some people might have a lot of loans and et 
cetera. But to the extent that people are saying, "Well, I need to make as much money as Charlie does." The 
question would be, what would it take for you in terms of purpose to work for free for a year? Because that's what 
we did. 

Riley Reece: 

Well, my immediate thoughts on that is like, I don't know if everyone has the opportunity to be able to do that. 
Not everyone is in a position to... Because you still have to feed yourself at the end of the day on top of student 
loans and everything. And so that would require having like a part-time job and then working on the side. 

And my ideas for the stepping stone, I agree with you with the, it's not like a stepping stone in a direction, but a 
stepping stone with figuring out the purpose- 

Tony Brown: 

It creates meaning. 

Riley Reece: 
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Yeah, in creating meaning. In terms of resume and in terms of... Because a lot of the internships these days, you 
need to have experience before you get an internship, but the internship is supposed to be your first experience. 
And so it's very cyclical and it's very hard to break into any sort of industry because a lot of the internships already 
have that built in. And so finding something where you are creating meaning, or at least thinking about it in a 
stepping stone sort of way is like, well, you still need something that, to get to where you want to be, it'll give you 
that. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. But would you give me a dollar for every Duke student who is graduating, who could afford not to be paid for 
six months? Or to say to somebody, which I've done in the past, "I'll work for you for six months. If at the end of six 
months, you don't really want me to stay on, you don't have to pay me. But if I do stay on, you need to pay me 
retroactively." I think there are a lot of Duke students that could afford to do that. But their meaning of money 
gets in their way, or maybe their parents' meaning of money gets in the way. 

Riley Reece: 

I'm not sure. I think that there's a lot of people- 

Tony Brown: 

Will you give me a dollar for everyone? 

Riley Reece: 

Well, I think that there's a lot of people here who are on scholarships- 

Tony Brown: 

Of course. 

Riley Reece: 

... and work studies and everything. And then on top of that, it's just those opportunities aren't usually advertised. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, I think they are. I think they are. So son Josh, who's following The Grateful Dead, he had things he wanted to 
do, and he came to us, and we made an interest free loan to him. Now he wanted it to be an adult to adult. He 
didn't want charity. He expected to pay it back. And we enabled him to do something that he wanted to do, and 
then he paid us back down the road. So where there's a will, there's a way. There are ways to find it. 

Dani Zapotoczny: 

But I take your point, Riley. Because I got out of school and had student loans, but I needed to take a job that did 
pay. So I had an internship, but then I definitely needed a job that paid. And I think there's also a place I've talked 
to a lot of my students, my class is on social impact, so a lot of them have a heart for social impact, but they come 
from backgrounds where it's not feasible for them to go without a paycheck. And it's a struggle to sort of then 
make this decision of accountability they feel towards, they're first gen, they want to be able to support, I was 
having this conversation with two students this week, they want to support their family. 

So there's things they want to do, but they also know that there's a piece of them, a large piece that feels 
responsibility. If not coming from their parents, just a desire to give back to their family. And I also think it's okay to 
take just a job. And I've taken just jobs. Many times, whether summers I worked in a factory, I did different things 
to make money. And within there, I found different ways to make meaning or learn different things. And I learned 
a lot actually working on the floor in a factory for a summer, making money, but I learned actually a lot of different 
things that then helped me in different ways in my career. 
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Because there's a million different types of jobs, and there's many, many versions of honorable, really good work. 
And working to support your family is a very good thing. And the thing I think ultimately comes from how do you 
find meaning within that context, and ultimately it's the people. And there's good people in every kind of career. 
There's good people in every kind of workplace. And so how do you find meaning even if you're in a job that you're 
doing... And I have many students who are, I'm going into this path for a few years because of this, and ultimately 
they may stick or they may change, but in that context of maybe they are the person in that company that changes 
something or shows up in a way for people that makes an intolerable environment, one that they can thrive in. 

And I don't disagree. I think there are some students of privilege, but I think there's also a lot of students who are 
in different circumstances. And in either situation to say, how do I make meaning? How do I still fulfill my purpose? 
I was talking to a student the other day who thought she'd be in a community college and ended up here on 
scholarship. And her ability to take in this school and make meaning in places where others are not blows my 
mind, and is a beautiful thing. And I think where she'll show up, whatever job she does, wherever she starts, she's 
going to bring meaning and build ripples into the world. Whether she's in a job that inherently is purposeful with 
social impact, or if she's in a company, like she's that person who's going to set a spark into the world, and at the 
same time she's going to support her family, which is a beautiful way to make meaning. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I one time had somebody from General Electric when I was in the administration at the University of 
Connecticut say he loved interviewing the UConn students. Because they probably have come from their part-time 
job to the interview. So the point is, I think there are a lot of opportunities if people are enterprising and are willing 
to get away from the pack a little bit. 

Riley Reece: 

This has been really interesting. I really loved learning about why specific jobs were important to you and why you 
decided to take on so many projects. This is the fourth 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 has received thousands of heartfelt letters since sharing this news, and I'd like to read one of them 
for you right now. 

"While I've always held our friendship incredibly near and valued your counsel at various junctions in my life, I 
don't think I fully knew or perhaps accurately described the sacred role you have played in my life. While I am 
similarly a religious skeptic, at least in the formal sense, this realist must indeed recognize the greater than me 
power that I believe you magnified in a multitude of ways, particularly in my life. As I try to do every year, I've been 
revisiting my map quite a bit this summer and thinking through my moral compass and decision criteria. In version 
2025 of the paper, a section has been added to my moral compass for Tony decisions. It covers many things and 
the reasoning can be applied across a variety of value trade-offs. That's the magic. A reminder to self, to seek the 
good, identify the next right step, and to remember what is most important. I'm so happy to hear about the latest 
health updates, all my best." 

Tony Brown: 

It's lovely, isn't it? I'm so grateful for all these letters. They really make a difference. They create meaning for my 
life. 
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