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As a graduate of the University of Southern 
California and having passed the CPA exam, I was 
fortunate enough to receive several job offers from 
accounting and consulting firms. I walked through 
the heavy oak door of Peat Marwick Mitchell 
(today’s KPMG) like I’d arrived—until I met all the 
others. There were 125 of us in that year’s class of 
new hires, in the Los Angeles office alone.

The picture in my 
mind changed instantly. 
There wasn’t anything 
special about me. 
Everyone in that room 
was smart—that was 
just the table stakes to 
get hired. Then they 
gave us the speech: 
Within two years, 
50 percent of us would 

be gone—and even more within four years. Only one 
or maybe two of us would ever make partner. 

Although we obviously didn’t have webcams to 
record every moment as in today’s growing wave of 
“total transparency,” I knew others were watching 
me (and everyone else)—what I was doing and how 
I was doing it. It was all about being accountable. 

Then came the instructions for our first assign-
ment. We were moving 
boxes. I heard grumbling 
and complaints from 
others. And I’ll admit 
this was not what I’d 
expected. But I did what 
I was asked, and in the 
process, I learned two key 
principles: humility and 
hustle. That’s what this 
first job story is all about.

There was no Instagram, YouTube, or Snapchat to mark that day— 
and the only “selfie” was trying to aim a disposable camera in the general 
direction of my own face. But the image is burned into my memory: It was 

September 4, 1984, and there I was in my Brooks Brothers suit and my shiny new 
wingtips, carrying the hard-sided leather briefcase I’d just bought.

My First Job

“My first job, I was hired by a local veterinary 

clinic as an intern, and most of my job for the 

first three months entailed being lead poop 

scooper. It gave me a lesson in humility and 

hard work, and I am forever grateful.” —J.W.
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Humility is a lesson best learned early in your 
career, before you’ve risen too far so the fall back 
to reality isn’t such a drop. When I finished mov-
ing boxes, I was given a phone book and a 10-key 
calculator and told to add the rows of phone num-
bers to sharpen my 10-key skills. It was ridiculous 
busy work, but I did it without complaint, because 
that’s what I was asked to do.

I also noticed that certain people at the con-
sulting firm stood out because they just “did it.” 
They had “hustle.”

All my young life, I hustled: delivering newspa-
pers, painting houses, working construction—you 
name it. It wasn’t that we were poor; it’s just that 
we didn’t have any money. There is something 
about seeing, as a kid, all the furniture being 
repossessed and taken from the house that chills 
your bones. That image reminds me daily of where 
I came from and, more important, who I am. 

My first real assignment at KPMG was doing 
inventory in a cavernous warehouse. My trial by 
fire from the warehouse manager was accepting 

(and drinking) a cup of coffee from a dirty mug 
he pulled straight out of the sink. But I got the job 
done—ahead of time and with a thoroughness 
that earned kudos from my boss. Most important, 
I earned the respect of that warehouse manager 
who saw that I wasn’t just another college grad 
who wouldn’t get his hands dirty. 

Over the years, I’ve noticed how hustle and 
hunger quash pedigree every time. It’s been 
shown that people who have to scramble in their 
careers not only do well (and often better than 
their pedigreed peers), they learn from their 
failures and end up in a career 
that yields greater satisfaction. 
A recent Korn Ferry survey found 
that 83 percent of executives say, 
when hiring a college graduate, 
hunger and hustle are more desir-
able than pedigree, the caliber of 
the institution they attended.

The two Hs have served me 
well over the years. Flash-forward nine years 
after that first job, I was among a few people 
from my class at the firm who made partner. 
Flash-forward 23 years to 2007, I became CEO  
of Korn Ferry. 

As I’ve shared my first job, 
others have responded with 
their own stories. Please 
share your story with us at 
firstjob@kornferry.com

FIRST JOB 
STORIES...

Over the years, 
I’ve noticed how hustle 

and hunger quash 
pedigree every time. 

“My first job in high school was in a Southern 
California In-N-Out burger. Hustle was learned 
because the line of customers never ended. 
Humility was learned because the first thing they 
teach you is how to take out the trash, jump on 
the dumpster, and peel all the potatoes.” —I.S.

“Working in Washington, DC, at a ‘think tank,’ 
 I was asked by my boss to write a press release. 
My boss held up the release, crumpled it up, 
threw it at me, and fired me (along with two 
others). I learned to accept failure, and to  
learn from it. I later became the press secretary 
at the US Treasury Department.” —G.F.

“My first job as a nurse in a geriatric ward was 
a lesson in humanity and humility. Nursing 
stood me in good stead as I went on to [get] 
a fine arts degree, become a public gallery 
director, run a community radio station, and 
ended up leading smallish not-for-profit 
environmental NGOs in rural Australia.” —D.C.
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