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Introduction
As Harrison (now 14) was preparing for kindergarten, he decided he wanted to have a “business breakfast” to celebrate his first day of school.
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Exhibit A: Impish Grin
I asked him where we should have breakfast…ahem…where business people have breakfast. “Hardees”, he informed me with lots of child-like confidence.
So the morning of his first day of school, we woke up extra early and drove to the local Hardees that ran along the front edge of the nearest strip mall. It was Hardees like any other. Well lit and plenty of deep-orange accents. Walls papered in pinkish floral patterns. We ordered breakfast and a moment later seated. 
Harrison didn’t say much as mouthfuls of steaming pancakes were quenched by gulps of cold chocolate milk. But then he looked up with his head tilted and eyebrows arched – and asked me the following question:
“Why do thom people make a lot of money and thom people make a little money?”
When Harrison was younger (till about the third grade) he couldn’t pronounce the “s” sound.
It’s a fair question - and one I’m concerned we aren’t taught to think about when we’re young enough. I hope to focus this essay on those preparing for, as well as already working within architecture and design professions. Some of you, perhaps too young to be in attendance at Autodesk University, have aspirations of studying architecture and even becoming an architect. Many of you may have a number of years in design practice and have begun starting families and still find yourself burdened with student loans, lease payments and rent payments (or mortgages if you’re fortunate). Some of you may have been in practice a number of years and help manage teams or firms. Your children are grown. A few even have grandchildren. 
We’re all very different and have our own stories about how we got here. But as creative, hard working people – the Venn Diagram of our stories invariably overlap. We love what we do and feel deeply compelled to create and succeed. 
One of the first questions asked of a room full of my fellow students in Architecture school was, “What is Architecture?” Many answers were given, but one was noticeably missing. When I gave my answer the professor furrowed his brow and said, “Uh…okay…”
Amid all our inspiration and the “cult of personality” that surrounds architects and architecture, we fail to emphasize: Architecture is a business. 
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Exhibit B: Mr. Schmuilowsky
Architecture school is 99% design and 1% business. Then you graduate and find out life is the other way around. It’s a rude awakening, being completely stressed economically at a time when you’re the least economically viable. 
In my own experience, I’ve worked with many wonderful people. By far, the majority are incredibly dedicated and hardworking. But I can tell you that equal effort doesn’t create equal results. Who you are, how you got there and the firm you work for create significant advantages and disadvantages. In my experience, Designers and Architects struggle economically due to just a few of the following reasons:
•Overvaluing Formal Education
•Under Compensation
•Spending vs. Investing
•Firm Type and Leadership
•Location, Location, Location
•Lack of Entrepreneurism
And the irony is many of us are struggling because of the values deeply instilled during our education to become architects. Being a successful student more often involves learning to be successful employees…but not successful entrepreneurs. I hope to address these issues and more in the following essay.

Before You Get to College
If you’re reading this because you believe there’s a magical formula for financial success, stop reading now. There’s no secret formula. There’s hard work and planning. In my opinion, success is not accidental or random. Success is essentially what you decide to do.
Decisions + Effort = Result
Success is the result of many small (in some cases, seemingly insignificant) decisions. Decisions are like “seeds”. They’re very small, common and often unnoticeable. But they grow – and the results can propel you…or punish you.
It’s been my observation that people with deep creative abilities are at a fundamental disadvantage at making smart, long term financial decisions. We’re apparently “hard wired” to create, solve, perceive and focus on problems and come up with wonderfully elegant solutions. 
For example, for all our efforts to propose, design, oversee construction as well as be contractually bound years after the building is complete, we charge our clients about 6% of construction costs (with total design fees between 10-20%). How much does the real estate agent charge to sell the same building? 6%. Effort doesn’t seem to equal reward.
The challenge with being creative isn’t that we can create. The challenge is that we’re deeply compelled to create regardless of whether or not it makes good business sense. In other words, our desire to create easily overwhelms our survival instincts. Few artists profit from their performance. Most effectively pay to perform, create or be part of a fulfilling creative process.
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Exhibit C: They like created all this stuff for free and then I sold it for $325million…LOL!
 “The artist is not and certainly never wants to be the person to sit there and say no to anything. The artist will say yes to everything.” – Promoter Bill Graham
I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t volunteer our time and effort unless there’s compensation involved. The point is that we need to carefully consider the value of what we’re willing to do for “free”. It’s important to be selective and learn to say no. Creative people have great difficulty in saying no to anything that will allows them to be creative. Admitting to yourself that you’re getting paid nothing provides clarity. Because what often happens to creative people is we confuse being compensated with being profitable. This is the real trap that most creative people fall into – not a few people. A lot. We need to get the bad news out of the way:
You’re entering a business that will be with people willing to fund their creative urges. They’re not doing it for “less” or “nothing”. They’re willing to go deeply into debt in the process. Why is this? What compels us to give away time when we wouldn’t give away money (when money is simply compressed time)? Many of us studied for 5 years or more to become architects.
•Question: How long should it take to study to become an Architect?
•Question: How much does it cost?
We work long evenings, over weekends and frequently through the night (sleeping in studio). We work over holidays. During long, rigorous hours spent in architectural studio, I believe we’re indirectly conditioned to believe that this is “normal”:
1.A belief that our time is not precious
2.To avoid opportunism, entrepreneurship and your sense of urgency
3.Suffering for your art is “noble” and part of the creative process
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Exhibit D: Architectural Studio…It’s a Trap!
So before you get to college, realize that Education is no substitute for Experience.
First, embrace your instruments. Use technology to be rigorous – not lazy. Don’t buy into the cult of personality that celebrates an aversion to computers. The reality is that great composers know how to play all the instruments in the orchestra – and often better than those directed by the composer. So the sooner you memorize the rules, the sooner you’ll be able to strategize in the use of your tools. And ultimately you’ll be able to improvise beyond what others believed possible. You need to become billable before (not during, not after) college.
My advice is to take an evening class at community college. This has the added benefit of being in a great position to meet the right people (some will be over twice your age). Don’t be surprised if you picked up Revit much faster than older students since you’re not struggling to unlearn. In the process – you’ll learn what firms are hiring. But more importantly – you’ll find out which firms are going to be more interesting to work for and have the right values.
Think about it: You’ll be sitting in class next to people that work for various firms. Take time to find out about the kinds of projects that they’re working on. Avoid firms that churn through the same types of projects, or embrace technology only to work faster for the same amount of money. Look for firms that want to expand and enhance their design process (and business opportunities). Don’t be afraid to choose carefully – and realize there are going to be some people (and firms) in that room that you will not admire. Don’t necessarily avoid them – but understand what it is about them that you don’t care to emulate.
Second - having met the right people and learned to use the right tools, you’re in a great position to get billable experience. This is absolutely essential. Gaining experience when you’re young and unencumbered with debt allows you to grow and take risks. Working part time and living at home means you’ll very likely have more money left over at the end of a week than your salaried co-workers. Correcting “red-lines” may seem like drudgery at times – but you’re learning about the design process: not just how things can change, but why they change. There are rules – but more importantly – there are reasons.
Finally – while learning a tool allows you to be employed, being employed allows you to be mentored. This is your real goal. You’ll meet a wide spectrum of people – from young graduates (many unfortunately burdened with debt) to seasoned artists that can create emotive, hand renderings faster than you ever believed possible. Listen and learn from them. Learn from their mistakes. 
 “There’s no success like failure…and failure’s no success at all.” – Bob Dylan
Undergraduate Studies
It’s quite reasonable to find yourself with a year or more of part-time experience before you get to college. How do you choose where are you going to get your undergraduate degree in Architecture? The answer may be quite simple: Don’t. 
First, an undergraduate degree in architecture takes too damn long. 5 years toward a professional degree isn’t worth a year of real, professional experience. Architectural studio is a contrived, artificial environment with a false sense of urgency. It’s often a dispiriting, myopic experience. I’ve watched students smash models in frustration; I’ve watched guest critics disparage genuine efforts for no apparent reason. Mentored experience in a design firm that does compelling work – with real deadlines – is far more valuable. It will inoculate you during studio. I’m not saying don’t get an undergraduate degree. I’m suggesting you don’t get one in architecture. 
In other words, study something else – something wonderful, rigorous and meaningful. Yes – it can be completely (and seemingly) unrelated to architecture. But universe is a big place. Dig in deep and become well rounded. Turn off the TV. Unplug. Learn to play a musical instrument. Travel. Make lots of friends. Enjoy your weekends. And when you walk past the architecture building on Friday afternoon, smile and be thankful that you’re not one of those poor souls who will be staring at their desks for the next 40 hours.
It’s also important to work part time job in a design firm. Don’t borrow money - pay for college along the way. It’s harder at times, but possible. And most importantly, it creates a valuable and real sense of urgency. You’ll become more efficient since you won’t be able to put things off till the last moment. You’ll still have time to drink – but not too much. This will help you focus and your work will show maturity beyond your years. Don’t be surprised when you get A’s (working part time) while your peers (with trust funds and students loans) get B’s and C’s.
Second – you’ll be able to graduate in less time (three years or less). There are ten required design studios to get an undergraduate degree, which must be taken sequentially – effectively 5 years. Pursuing another course of study allows the possibility of completing courses year round.
Finally – some of the most interesting architecture firms in the world aren’t near universities with architecture programs. By selecting a course of study in a pursuit other than architecture, you’re in a great position to work for those firms. And you’re becoming far more rounded and exposed to broader ideas by not getting and undergraduate degree in architecture. Many important architectural ideas have origins before architects restated them through architecture. Go to original sources. And in the process you’ll graduate with years of professional experience, an enviable GPA, invaluable mentoring and debt free. How wonderful!
“I have never let my schooling interfere with my education.” – Mark Twain
Graduate Studies
Now it’s time to get your professional degree in architecture. It’ll take 2-3 years. What could possibly go wrong? Actually – there are a few dynamics of which you’ll want to be aware.
First – you’ll have a heightened sense of urgency after working through real deadlines on real projects for real money. Don’t be surprised if you tend to become frustrated when confronted by ungrounded design exercises with few real-world restrictions. Simply smile as your peers and professors wax poetic about “rigorous” design efforts during studio and critique.
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Exhibit E: Lots of plasticine houses perfect for Planet Dagobah.
Second – it’s likely that you’ve accumulated more professional experience than many of your professors. There’s no shortage of architectural professors that have both undergraduate and graduate degrees in architecture. Many architecture professors and have only worked long enough to become registered, at which point they went right back to school…as professors.
Finally – the flip side of goal oriented is being impatient. So graduate school can seem like an alternate universe. In this universe, things can seem to move so slowly that you not sure if you’re moving at all. So what’s the upside?
•You’re focused and a great candidate for a scholarship.
•You’re thankful that you didn’t spend the last 5 years in this alternate reality.
•You’re not in debt and you’re still amassing billable business experience.
Continue to work part time while in graduate school. Where there are wonderful graduate schools of architecture there’s often no shortage of “signature” design firms. Competition is fierce to work for these firms. The fact that you’ll have years of meaningful design and business experience as well as a rigorously pursued undergraduate degree that’s not about architecture will actually be a significant advantage. Be selective and don’t just work for “any” firm. Interview them while they interview you. Identifying mentoring opportunities is critically important.
Architecture as a Business
After college – you’ll be working full time. For the first time in many years it will seem like you have time to spare (no more school/work/life balance). However, many of your co-workers will seem overwhelmed and stressed. It’s as if they’re making up for lost time and opportunities. Avoid the schadenfreude1. The wind that is at your back is in their face for a number of reasons.
First – many of your fellow coworkers are in the worst position economically. At a time where they are the most vulnerable financially they’re also the least experienced. Many have been in school for the 5-7 years. Maybe they’ve worked in firms over the summer – but many are terrifically inexperienced. Many are not billable – and the business of architecture is very foreign to them. They’ve spent 99% of their time discussing design as an idea without real-world consequences of budgets and deadlines. Professional Practice is typically offered late in their studies (perhaps too late). I believe it should be offered the very first semester – as a grounding that will counterpoint the contrived nature of 1st year studio.
Second - they may well be working where they have to rather than where they want to because they can’t afford otherwise (more on this dynamic later). If they’re working in cities with nearby universities that offer architectural programs - competition will not be scarce and it will further drive down the value of their employment, making a bad situation worse. Much of this could have been avoided through meaningful experience, mentoring and avoiding debt. 
If you’re reading this essay and the above scenario sounds familiar, let’s step back and understand the fundamentals of architecture as a business. There’s only two parts, so it’s simple:
A.Revenue: Generating income
B.Expenses: The cost of doing A
The goal is to do more of A while minimizing B and the formula is also pretty straightforward
•If A>B = Success
•If A>B = Failure
So what happens if the client starts to run out of money and decides not to pay his debts:
•Designer: Hire a lawyer to get back “time”
•Contractor: Strip the site of any materials, equipment and put a lien against the property
Guess who gets paid first?
The basic structure of most architecture firms is a professional practice as a service industry: 
Unit Time x Unit Money = Revenue
This means that as a process becomes more efficient (less time) less money revenue is generated. Architects are penalized for working efficiently. There’s no incentive to save time if you can’t bill time that isn’t worked. This is particularly true on government projects, contractually bound to fixed fees. Many firms will embrace efficient working methods only when compelled by competition. This is a horrible business model, but especially for someone having spent the last 5-7 years believing his or her time is not valuable anyway.
How most contractors structure their businesses:
Project Cost x % = Revenue
As a result, the contractor is compelled to weed out inefficiency. They’re rewarded for saving time because it generates more profit. Their fee is based on a percentage of the project cost and they get to keep what remains of their fee after construction is complete.
So imagine you’ve just graduated from Architecture school. Where do you fit in? As a general rule, you’re not going to get paid more than the person above you. So if your goal is to get paid more than your manager you have an unrealistic expectation. Consider the following roles: 
•Owner / Directors: Overhead with bonus structure
•Sales: Minimal Salary / Percentage of Revenue
•Management: A mix of billable (for production) and overhead hours (for pursuits)
•Production: Significant portion (or all) of your time will be billable
oHourly: Must be paid overtime
oSalary: No overtime
When times get tough (like right now) what happens?
•Owner is at the top of the pyramid and signs the paychecks – they go last. 
•Sales is rain or shine. If you’re selling – it’s great and your income can be considerable 
•Managers are capable of taking on a more billable role – somewhat protected
•Production is expendable.
As a matter of fact - HR considers Production an overhead expense (even though you’re the one that’s tasked with being billable). It’s their job to only pay you enough to get you to sit still. They have long meetings staring at spreadsheets. In my experience they’re some of the least creative, least imaginative people I’ve ever met. They’re also completely necessary.
The role of HR is to define and enforce. Everything is numbers to them – including you. They’re risk averse and the default answer to any question is no. They’re paid to imagine the worse possible scenario. They have spreadsheets dedicated to identifying you in three key areas: Role, Responsibility and Range, which determine your compensation:
•Role: Your title – but in more detail (Technician I, Technician II, etc.)
•Responsibility: Based on expectations and experience
•Range: Your salary (high, low and median values). You can’t get above this range apart from an Act of God. 
It’s imperative to figure backwards based on your billable rate:
•Hourly Wage * 2000 = Annual Salary
•Billable rate * 2000 / 3  = Annual Salary (revenue / overhead / salary)
Your billable rate should be around 3x your hourly rate. If these values are not aligned, there’s a problem. For example, if your salary is $100k ($50 an hour) but your billable rate is $200 an hour – there’s a substantial gap. Do you know your firms “multiplier”?
The moment your billable rate increases, you might expect to see an increase in wages. This isn’t always the case. Firms are under no obligation to raise your salary when they raise your billable rate. This gives HR a cushion or “spread” when you ask for a raise (often on the heels of another job offer). HR will then offer to discuss a possible salary increase with “management” and get back to you. What you don’t know is they’ve likely raised your billable rates months ago. And one indication is they quickly agree to raise your salary. If your salary increase required your billable rate to increase it would’ve taken longer (meeting with HR) to get it approved. 
Who get’s paid the most? It’s not based on education…it’s based on experience. As a result, just about the worst thing you can do is take on dept in pursuit of an education at the expense of experience. Because you’ll have borrowed money that you have to pay back the moment you graduate when you’re the least billable (and most economically vulnerable). 
Here’s the blunt reality (via AUGI Survey). A vocational degree is more valuable than an expensive bachelors degree – and at a fraction of cost in terms of time and money.
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Exhibit F: Experience Trumps Education
So what happens after 5-10 years? Once again – experience trumps education. Someone with a high school diploma and experience can expect to generate roughly the same revenue as someone with a Ph. D – with the added benefit of not carrying the burden of student loans.
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Exhibit G: Experience Trumps Education…again
But these charts also illustrate another essence of any employee / employer relationship. If you want to honestly know how much you’re worth to a business (including architecture) it’s important not to think in terms of education, experience or seniority. You need to think in terms of the person that runs your business and the director of HR. 
Your Salary = Cost to Replace
I’m sorry if this formula seems cold and impersonal. On the other hand, once you understand this relationship to your employer, the options become very clear:
•If you’re worth less = <$ (it costs less to replace you than keep you)
•If you’re worth more = >$ (it costs more to replace you)
It’s not just about what you can do – it’s about the relative scarcity of what you can do. 
If you’re confident (because you have facts or another job offer on your side) that it would cost more to replace you than your present salary, you immediately have leverage to increase your present salary. Even though you’re considered an overhead expense to HR, the disruption of your overhead expense going away may be significant – particularly if you’re going to work for the competition. Even if HR could immediately find someone to do exactly what you do, there will be a 15-20% efficiency loss during the first year (while your replacement becomes fully productive). You have the leverage to move up or move out. Both options involve more money.
If you’re confident the cost to replace you is the same (or even less) than your present salary, you have no leverage. Working “harder” (doing more of the same) is not an option because your competition is willing to do the same. You have to “work different”.  
In other words, you need to honestly examine your role (value) in terms of “unique vs. commodity”. If your value is a commodity it will remain difficult to increase your salary. If your role is unique and creates a competitive edge to your firm - your salary can reflect this value.
Think back to the question asked by Harrison on the 1st day of kindergarten. 
My answer: 
“Think of money in terms of knowledge and ability. So if you’re being paid to do something many people can do, you won’t be paid very much. But if you’re being paid to do something few very people can do, you’ll be paid much more”.
Harrison thought just a moment and said, “That man that made our pancakes doesn’t get paid very much.”
“You’re probably correct”, I replied. “But why do you say that?”
“I’m only five years old. But I know how to make pancakes”.


Different Employee Types
I’ve repeatedly observed two types of stress in the workplace. But first of all, I’m biased. I believe that the right kinds of stress are good and necessary. I think it’s important to understand that stress is useful and important. Most people (incorrectly) believe that the opposite of stress is ease. And they spend lots of money on vacations (and medications) to remove stress. It’s important to understand there are different kinds of stress. And ease isn’t the solution.
First, there’s the stress of action – resulting from hard work, long hours and low pay. This is what many people refer to when they’re stressed. And they incorrectly believe that if their work was not as hard, the hours reduced and the pay increased, their stress would lessen. It took me a long time to believe this isn’t true.
Second, there’s the stress of inaction – which comes from lack of purpose, direction or meaning. This kind of stress doesn’t mean you’re not working hard. You might not be working at all or you might be working incredibly hard. It means that you’re working toward a goal you don’t believe in. It means you believe you’re headed in the wrong direction. It means that you’re working against yourself. And no vacation or medication can alleviate this kind of stress.
So rather than gauge stress in terms of work or ease, we should think in terms of success or failure. And stress of success or failure has little to do with your level of formal education. In fact, education is often the problem. Not that education is wrong – simply that it’s misaligned. And to make things worse, we’re preparing kids (and adults) for Information Age workflow using Industrial Age methods. 
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Exhibit H: They took err jerbs!
Industrial Age education is very task (rather than team) oriented. Industrial Age businesses (and schools) ring bells remind you when it’s okay to work, eat and sleep. Industries require large infrastructure that aren’t capable of rapid change. When you’re finished with an Industrial Age education, you expect the job you’ve trained for will still be there. On the other hand, an Information Age education means the job you’re training for may not even exist. 
In essence, Industrial Age education is great for training employees, but very poor at training entrepreneurs. So ultimately, you must identify if the stress of your current situation is the result of being unfulfilled as an employee or as an entrepreneur. And they’re not necessarily exclusive. If you’re perpetually unhappy as an employee it may not be due to working long hours, etc. The challenge is that you’re not working for yourself and building teams that you can delegate to in order to grow your business.
The first thing you need to do is understand yourself. You need to identify your core beliefs because actions and beliefs (rational or irrational) are so deeply intertwined. What you believe motivates you. You also need to understand what motivates the people around you. And ultimately you need to understand what motivates your leadership. It’s important that these visions (self, team and leadership) align in order for you to be successful. Not necessarily “stress free” – but free of the wrong kind of stress.
The goal is balance. Choosing meaning over money can break you wallet, while choosing money over meaning can break your heart. Based on my own observations, people are miserable when they’re doing what they don’t enjoy.
[image: Screen Shot 2011-11-25 at 9.png]
Exhibit I: Ranks vs. Reasons
Knowing what motivates and inspires you opens you up to a world full of wonderful opportunities far beyond the realm of your Industrial Age training. Success is no longer about what’s familiar. It’s not just about “architecture” or “technology” or some other Industrial Age “rank” or “job title”. You will begin to think in terms of entrepreneur vs. employee. Here are some great resources for understanding what deeply motivates you and others:
•Drake – Dominance, Extraversion, Patience, and Conformity
•Myers & Briggs – Cognitive Traits
•Birkman – Motivation and Communication Styles
 
Different Firm and Leadership Types
Businesses – like people – can also be thought of as personality types. Just like people, businesses respond or react very differently to market forces. Is your business a commodity or unique?  What is your leadership like? Are you working for someone that you admire and respect toward a goal you don’t believe in?
It’s important to understand how businesses operate in order to understand how your vision aligns with the leadership in your firm. In this case, it’s not about “right approach vs. wrong approach”. It’s more about how much your vision aligns and how effective you’ll be in your role – which is a strong indicator of opportunities to advance. Here are a couple of different organizational types to consider.
•Dysfunctional Democracies vs. Benevolent Dictatorships
•Early Adoption vs. Late Adoption
•Elegant Solutions vs. Save Time and Money
•Established vs. Disruptive
•Leader vs. Fast Follower
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Exhibit J: Should your kids to work for this guy? Then why do you?
Most of the stress I’ve observed in employer / employee relationships essentially result from fundamentally misaligned visions. The stress from working long, difficult hours pales compared with the stress from working toward something you don’t believe in for leadership you don’t respect. I don’t believe it’s healthy for someone to work in a situation where the visions don’t align. There’s a dissonance that comes from maintaining (or ignoring) unrealistic expectations that will not go away. But this will all change when you finally convince your leadership to do “X” – right?
Here’s the irony: When most businesses struggle, leadership is compelled to stick with what’s “familiar”. Changing direction 1) costs time and money and 2) requires leadership to admit it was unprepared. And most leadership will fail before admitting it was unprepared. So trying to convince leadership to do something different when times are tough is going to be a challenge.
On the other hand, when most businesses are successful, the leadership is compelled to keep doing more of the same. Convincing leadership will be an uphill battle because your vision to do something different will inevitably lead to unintended consequences. Successful leadership tends to be risk averse. So trying to convince leadership to do something different when times are great is still going to be a challenge.2
What does this mean for you? If your vision doesn’t align with leadership, you’re in a lose/lose situation. Any success will be hard fought; victory will seem bittersweet. You may have changed someone’s mind but you haven’t really changed the culture. In a worst-case scenario, you may even accept more money. But along with the money will come the dissonance of being rewarded for doing what you’re not proud of…it’s called shame.
Bottom line: Compensation is no substitute for Conviction
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Exhibit K: Got fired in 1983 for what he believed in. It cost Disney $7.4billion to get him back.
As discussed previously, the costs to replace you depends not simply on what you can do – but whether or not what you can do is sufficiently unique (what other’s can’t do). The same dynamic goes for businesses – and this has a direct impact on the cost to replace you. We’ve already established that “artists” are frequently motivated by recognition rather than compensation. 
Question: How much/little would you be willing to accept  to work for insert famous firm / designer here?
Signature firms with envious reputations are often in positions of generating large sums of revenue not only because of ability but because of scarcity. But this doesn’t mean they’ll share it with you. This is because signature firms can exploit an artist’s innate desire to create and be recognized rather than compensated. Signature firms have no shortage of applicants willing to slave…ahem…I mean intern. Interns will cover their living expenses in return for experiences. So if your competition is willing to go into debt to work where you work, the odds of a salary increase are low. Generally speaking signature firms offer more in terms of reputation (and stability) than compensation. 
It’s also very likely that signature firms have large, well-established structures. HR isn’t a person – it’s a whole department of spreadsheet staring, rule enforcing minions. Opportunities for advancement will take a lot of time and are often based on pre-existing relationships rather than compelling or unique qualities you bring to the business. Moving up is a waiting game.
Furthermore, internal advancement is often disruptive to most large organizations. Hiring from within results in sharpened elbows, distracted teams, few winners and many losers. Hiring from the outside means everyone can go back to what they were previously doing – with the added benefit of possibly weakening a competitor in the process. Want to move up? Move out.
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Exhibit J: Internal promotions in large organizations
On the other hand, small (perhaps unknown) firms may actually offer more money (they have to in order to be competitive) but less in the way of “reputation”. However, smaller less prominent firms are often agile, opportunistic and fiercely competitive. Small teams and with the right leadership can run circles around large, lumbering firms. 
In the last 20 years, technologies that allowed medium sized firms to compete with large firms have become commodities. Mainframes have been replaced with laptops. The smallest of firms can legitimately compete with large institutions.  Just keep in mind that in small firms - everybody does a bit everything. There may be no receptionist, 401k plan or paid retreats. You may feel guilty taking vacation. But the politics are less ingrained. And opportunities for advancement are far more frequent and based on ability rather than seniority. 

Best Practices
Avoid Debt. Most people wrongly believe they’d be better off if they generated more revenue. The reality is that being in debt is not about what you have as much as it’s about what you have left over.  I’ve met many people with the appearance of wealth who’ve little time to enjoy their “toys” because they’re too busy working to afford them. Recognize that debt is another form of slavery when it forces you to do things you would not do if you weren’t in debt. The stress of debt is pervasive and affects all areas of our lives, and compounds poor decision-making.
Going into debt in return for a college degree is an insidious trap. You’ll graduate in debt at a time when you’re the most economically vulnerable due to lack of experience. You’ll have to secure employment out of need rather than desire. Work your way through college; it’ll create a greater sense of urgency, discipline and ultimately freedom. When you graduate your free to be entrepreneurial rather than merely employable. You’ll be able to take more calculated risks. And your parents will admire you more than you admire yourself.
Don’t spend. Invest. Money represents compressed time. We use money to compress the time and expertise of another in order to accelerate knowledge. We use money to compress time by trading one specialization for another when we shop for food, clothing and other necessities. Most people spend money but few invest. But the reality is that every time we spend money, it’s an investment. We’re all investors – so become a great one. Don’t simply evaluate purchases based on the sticker price. Evaluate them based on a wide range of other investment opportunities. Would you buy a can of soda for $50? No way! But if you spent $1 on a can of Coke in 1985 it would be worth nearly $50 today if you’d invested in Coca Cola (KO). Ouch.
Never use credit in situations you wouldn’t use cash. Imagine you have a pocket full of cash before making a purchase. Here’s another suggestion: What if someone offered give you ½ the money you’re about to spend - for not spending it? If you find yourself hesitating, don’t make the purchase. And then realize you’ve just given yourself all the money when you don’t make an unnecessary purchase. And if you’re going to use credit cards (as a convenience) it’s imperative to pay off the entire balance every month.
Of course there are legitimate times when you should borrow money as an individual or business. The important thing is not to think of “borrowing” as much as it is “raising capital”. And just because you’re capable of raising capital doesn’t mean that you should. Most people finance “expensive” things but pay cash for “inexpensive” things. This is another trap. The more proper approach is to pay cash for things that depreciate as expenses and raise capital for things that appreciate or generate revenue.
Turn off the TV. It’s a time-sink. Multiply your billable rate by the amount of time you watch television. Would you pay that much to watch a television show? Probably not. Few epitaphs read “I Wish I Watched More Television”.
It’s also my opinion that watching television is a leading cause of depression. As humans, we have an incredible ability to empathize and act on our empathy. And in order to hold our attention, television compels us to empathize. We’re capable of observing if it’s happening in real-time. But in the process we’re overwhelming our ability to rightly empathize with our ability to honestly effect what we’re observing. As a result, television creates a false sense of empathy and urgency. And the result is unrealistic expectations, which creates dissonance and depression. Turn off the TV. Turn off the lights. Embrace your circadian rhythms.
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Exhibit K: This is not a reality TV show about a pipe
Think like an Entrepreneur. Learn the importance of saying no. The artist wants to say yes to everything because they’re motivated by recognition and almost any opportunity to perform. But saying no is incredibly important. Every time you say no to something, you’re open to say yes to something else. Strategic decisions (right decision at just the right time) will pay multiples – and open doors to opportunities that are directly unavailable.
Think of decades like gears. You have 5 gears. First gear creates a lot of noise but little movement. Fifth gear creates little noise – but lots of distance. Opportunities are going to require you to shift gears: sometimes up, sometimes down (and sometimes reverse). Are you in your 20’s but third gear is on the horizon? Great. Are you in your 50’s but seemingly stuck in 3rd gear? What do you do? Downshift to 2nd and hope to make up lost time?
Location. Where you live makes a huge difference. Calculate the direct and indirect costs of long commute times in order to afford where you work. Cost of living is directly tied to where you live, while the ability to compete and produce is global. Here’s the cost of living index for some US cities:
•Washington:	$137.8 
•Boston:	$136.8
•Chicago:	$128.6
•Charlotte:	  $93.5
•San Fran: 	$177.0
•LA: 		$151.1
 
In other words, $1 in Charlotte is worth $1.90 in San Francisco and $1.46 in Boston. Which is fine if you live in San Francisco and make 2X or you live in Boston and make 1.5X compared to someone that lives in Charlotte. Except you don’t.
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Exhibit L: Not all $’s are created equal
The cost of doing business (profit) has been historically tied to location because it decreased time to market. This is a meaningful model for transporting physical goods but not for transporting information. Design firms are readily able to complete globally – but many are still tied to the historic models of transporting commerce (shipping and rail) when what’s important is high-speed connectivity (for communication) and access to hub airports (for transportation) for when you do need to travel. For everything else…there’s FedEx.
Phil’s Guidelines for Investing. These are my rules. Results may vary. Conditions apply. See rules for details.
•Buy What You Buy: Invest in companies that make products you use and like
•Long Terms vs. Short Term: Betting is not planning
•Products vs. Ecosystems: The sum is greater than the parts via controlled distribution
•Commodity vs. Compelling: Needing a thing or a particular thing
•High Customer Satisfaction: Companies with unhappy customers is a vacuum waiting to happen.
In Conclusion
I’ve been fortunate to work with many wonderful and creative people that do incredible and amazing work. Yet during my travels I’ve observed that many people are deeply stressed at work and home. Artists are compelled to create beyond their desire for compensation. And many don’t know what other options are available because we’re not properly prepared to identify opportunities during our long studies as “architects”. Worse, our architectural education instills in us the idea that our time is not precious.
I believe the key is to understand what compels us to create beyond the strict realm of “architecture”. We become aware of other options. We’re able to take advantage of those options. The world is more interesting.
I really hope this essay was enlightening. I hope it’s provided some straightforward, meaningful action items that will improve your lives and families. Please don’t tell Eddy Krygiel said this. He’ll accuse me of being a hippy.
Additional Resources:
 
“An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations”, Adam Smith (1776)
"It is not from the benevolence of the butcher the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest."
“How to Become CEO: The Rules for Rising to the Top of Any Organization”, Jeffrey Fox (1998)
You may not like some of the author’s observations. But knowing them means you can deliberately (rather than accidentally) chose to ignore them.
“Architect? A Candid Guide to the Profession”, Roger Lewis (1998)
Perhaps bleak but also enlightening – but this goes for any profession. Don’t do anything (even architecture) for money.
“The Innovator's Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail”, Clayton M. Christensen (1997)
Creating obsolescence leaves your competition to fight shadows. But most businesses are not brave enough to turn past successes into present commodities.
“Conversations with Lee Kuan Yew”, Tom Plate (2010)
What happens when you run a country like a benevolent corporation? Lee Kuan Yew was the CEO from 1959 – 1990. Believes himself a deeply “practical man”.
“Steve Jobs,” Walter Isaacson (2011)
Money was never an issue because he was poor and then it was never an issue because he was rich. He was a respectable hard-ass that mellowed with failure and age. Died too soon.

1 Schadenfreude: /ˈʃɑːdənfrɔɪdə/ (German: [ˈʃaːdənˌfʁɔʏdə]) is pleasure derived from the misfortunes of others. See also Award winning Broadway musical “Avenue Q”: (http://itunes.apple.com/us/album/avenue-q-music-from-musical/id255954505). NSFW.

2 Clayton Christensen refers to this as the “Innovators Dilemma”: Internal competition that cannibalizes existing, successful processes are discouraged. Apple is one of the few businesses that will actively cannibalize successful products. The philosophy is that since their competition is trying to do this, the best way to compete is to do it better. Be the best in the world at making successful products obsolete.


