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OPINION | INSIDE VIEW

A To-Do List for the Class of ’22
Prize your reputation, take smart risks, be kind, don’t gossip and never be satisfied.
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Dear Grads of 2022,
I bet when you heard there’d be lots of test-taking in college, you didn’t
think that meant twirling swabs up your nose. But you made it! Your
multitasking-from-anywhere skills are perfect for today’s work world.
You deserve your reputation for resilience under dire conditions.
Meanwhile, the reputations of experts are in tatters.
But be warned, you’ll forever be the Zoom-groomed Corona crew. No
matter what you say or do, like drinking Blueberry & Açaí Truly Hard
Seltzer or bragging about your now near-worthless NFT collection,
you’ll be put in a box, stereotyped. Others will say behind your back,
“Oh, that’s so on brand.” As you enter the real world from the
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conformities of the college cocoon, think hard about your reputation,
your personal brand. Like it or not, wherever you go, your reputation
precedes you.
People will probe to construct your story: “Where are you from?”
“Where’d you go to college?” “What did your parents do?” Yes, life is
like your college application on steroids. But you can break free. Don’t
think worse of me for quoting the movie “Dirty Dancing” and
suggesting “nobody puts Baby in the corner.” Take charge of your own
reputation.
Hyperconnected Wall Street traders and bankers, analysts and
salesmen do trillions in transactions every day based on the
reputations of folks they often have never met face to face. You can lie
to a customer any time but only once. And then word gets out, goes
viral and everyone knows it. It’s a short walk from great rep to out of
the business. On Wall Street, all you have is your reputation. Same for
you.
If all goes well, you’re about to
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begin a job—you better, there
are now five million more jobs
than job seekers. “Influencer”
doesn’t really count, but
congrats anyway. You’ll figure
out how to do well, get
promoted, earn raises. Of
course, there are always
shortcuts—maybe cut some
corners, trade in a bit of

integrity to move ahead. Don’t do it! In this ever-connected world,
everyone will find out. Everyone. People will stop dealing with you, and
you’ll never really know why. Bad reputations are hard to shake.
Here’s a little story. A friend of mine was a bartender in college and
famous for performing flaming shots that lit up the bar. At a company
dinner for his first job, he decided to show oﬀ his skills. But instead of
shooting flames out, he dribbled the shot down his leg, which caught on
fire. A waitress told him to stop, drop and roll, which he did much to the
amusement of his co-workers, who from then on called him Flaming
Tambini. He was lucky, no video meant it didn’t hurt his reputation long
term, though I’m not recommending stunts to increase your name
recognition. Coddle your reputation. It’s all you have.
Conformity is just as much a dead end. Venture capitalist Marc
Andreessen warns against falling in with everyone else and supporting
“the current thing.” Think carbon footprints, BLM, Stop the Steal,

masks. He tweets, “the good of society demands that opponents of the
current thing be fired and ostracized” even though “the current thing is
eternal, yet utterly of the moment.” You don’t want “follower” or
“sheep” as your brand either.
Take risks—but smart ones. You want a reputation as someone who is
bold. Ambitious. Forward thinking. Trustworthy. And don’t forget
appreciative, thanking those who help along the way. Plus, while most
people complain about every little thing wrong in this world, it’s better
to be known as untriggerable instead of as a melting snowflake, the
opposite of college. Oh, don’t get me wrong, you’re going to be oﬀended
every day, guaranteed. Something or someone is going to annoy you.
Keep it to yourself and then use it as motivation, as fuel to drive toward
your goals. If you’re ever satisfied, you’re done for.
One truism I’ve learned is that people don’t trust their own opinions
about people. But they’ll listen to others. Talk behind your back can kill,
but just as easily enhance your reputation. Go out of your way to be
helpful. Be kind. It will pay oﬀ in strange ways. Cultivate your
reputation far and wide. I know you’re up for it. That smartphone
superglued to your hand helped train you for this.
Unlike your recent finals, the real world is hard. Reputations are made
and lost by what’s heard on the grapevine. Honesty and integrity are
the coin of the realm. Don’t be in a situation where you have to stop,
drop and roll. Success is not about money, it’s about respect from your
peers. Everything else follows. You can stake your reputation on it.
Appeared in the May 23, 2022, print edition.

Copyright © 2022 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved
This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. To order presentation-ready copies for distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers visit
https://www.djreprints.com.

