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By TOM MCNICHOL

"Do what you love" is one of the most frequently heard pieces of career advice. But the
risk is that when a passion becomes a job, the passion can quickly fade.

That happened to Josh Frey. While
attending the University of Wisconsin in
the early 1990s, Mr. Frey worked at a
bakery across the street from his dorm.
He came to love preparing muffins,
cookies, breads and other baked goods—
so much so that he launched a mail-order
food company after graduating.

Then the grind set in. He soon found
himself bogged down with inventory
management, order fulfillment and hiring

laborers. "The business was nothing like I had originally thought it would be," says Mr.
Frey. "I'm actually pretty good at things like sales and customer service. But you know
what? I hate it. I absolutely hate it."

The problem is that "do what you love" is incomplete advice, and sometimes misleading.
Marty Nemko, a career coach and author in Oakland, Calif., says he often deals with
clients who pursued a passion, only to find disappointment or financial disaster—
because they went into it blinded by that love.

Mr. Nemko advises clients to think
critically about whether to do what they
love as a career. They should understand
the reality, such as the hassles and
headaches that weighed on Mr. Frey.
They should also consider pursuing their
passion part-time, Mr. Nemko says. That
way, they don't have to depend on it to
pay the bills and don't risk losing their
love to the daily grind.
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Cal Newport, an assistant professor of
computer science at Georgetown
University and author, thinks
entrepreneurs should think about passion
in an entirely different way.

Mr. Newport has spent the past several
years studying the career paths of scores
of workers to test whether "follow your
passion" makes sense as career advice.
The short answer: no. Many people
believe that the best strategy is to pursue

a pre-existing passion, and that will lead to career satisfaction, he explains. More often
than not, he says, they find they're not actually good at it, don't like the work or can't
make a go of it.

Rather than focusing on pre-existing passions, he says, people are better served
thinking about how to acquire skills they can turn into careers. If you master something
valuable instead of focusing on a dream that may not be marketable, he argues, love
and passion will follow. And you'll have a better shot at making a successful business
out of it.

What if you're already in a business, and the passion starts to wane? Mr. Newport says
transforming the job is sometimes the answer. People thrive when they find the work
challenging, feel recognized for their abilities and have control over how they fill their
time, he says. Adjusting the work to maximize those factors will rekindle passion better
than matching your job to a pre-existing inclination.

Sometimes you can also discover new aspects of the job that you're passionate about.
Mr. Frey realized a lot of what he had enjoyed about working in a bakery had nothing to
do with baking, such as connecting with people. So he saw that he could refocus the
business and still be passionate about it.

He moved into an area that promised better and more reliable profits: promotional items
and corporate gifts. He also began cherry-picking the parts of the job he liked and
discarding the ones he didn't. What's more, he tapped into his love of mentoring with a
side business that teaches entrepreneurs how to launch a career in the promotional-
products industry. "I've never felt so aligned with what I'm doing," Mr. Frey says.

Even though his business has strayed from his original love, "baked goods are definitely
still a strong interest of mine," he says. He bakes with his kids, and "I'm the guy who
walks by the bake sale and comments on the ratio of chocolate chips in a specific baked
good."

Mr. McNichol is a writer in San Francisco. He can be reached at reports@wsj.com.
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