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When I decided to pursue a career in fraternity/sorority life (FSL), one of the first things my 

advisors told me was “it is not an easy job.” I can now confidently say that they were right. This 

field is full of challenges, hard days, and questioning if you are making the difference you wanted 

to make. When I first started this article, I wanted to focus on lessons learned and how I apply 

them to my job and life. Everything I wrote felt forced and inauthentic because they are not the 

lessons I have learned; they are the lessons I am currently learning. It is hard to admit you are 

not an expert or you don’t have the answers, but that’s what I am going to do. I was given so 

much advice during my job search process and about being a new professional that I wish I had 

embraced earlier in my journey. But there is nothing I could have read or been told before my 

first year that would have solved all of my problems or eased my imposter syndrome. Instead, I 

am going to embrace it and admit I still have so much learning to do and here are the lessons I 

am focusing on now.     

 

Your job does not have to be your whole world. In FSL, I often feel like it is a competition of who 

is the busiest, who attends the most student events, and who is most available for their students. 

As a new professional, it is hard to not measure your worth by the fullness of your calendar. It is 

too easy to forgo self-care in the name of being a “good” professional, but it eventually catches 

up with you. And trust me, it is not fun when it does. It is hard to be there fully for students when 

your cup is empty, your house is a mess, and you haven’t given yourself a break. Mentors, 

advisors, friends, and supervisors can tell you to find a balance 100 times over, but it is not easy 

and it does not come naturally. It takes intentional planning and learning to recognize the signs 

of your own burnout. It also means learning that enjoying your down time away from work does 

not mean you don’t love your job, it means you are human.     

 

Take every opportunity to keep learning. It is easy to look on a Facebook page and feel like 

everyone is an expert except you, but you don’t have to be an expert to be valuable in the field. 

No one gains expertise without first showing up as a beginner. Let us try and celebrate all that 

we can still learn. Sign up for webinars, attend Talk Tuesdays, attend conference sessions on 

topics you are not familiar with, and ask the questions you have. AFA offers opportunities for you 

to prioritize your professional development, so do not be afraid to sign up for them. For new 

professionals specifically, the First 90 Days program offers a space to process what you don’t 

know that you don’t know with others who are also in the start of their career. Don’t be afraid to 

sign up and own that you have a lot to learn.  
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Stop trying to be the next (insert name here) and just be you. It is great to look up to people in 

the field and to have mentors, but you do not need to be the next version of them to be 

successful. We are quick to compare ourselves to others or to those that we see and hear about 

often in the association or higher education in general. If you share an interest in a topic, people 

quickly assume you want to be the next “insert name here.” We need to stop comparing each 

other and encourage people to create their own identity. If volunteering every weekend for 

another campus, HQ, student conference, or becoming a keynote speaker isn’t your cup of tea, 

then don’t do it simply because someone you look up to does. We don’t need molds of a few 

people in this field, we need a variety of individuals, experiences, and passions. Different paths 

can lead people to similar places in life so create your own path; there is no road map in FSL.  

 

Find your people. Adult friendships are hard. This is the one thing that has been the hardest to 

really grasp in my first year as a professional. In FSL, your closest friends may live all over the 

country, making keeping up with each other harder than ever. Add in the fact that many 

campuses are in rural areas or that some HQ jobs are remote, it can be hard to figure out where 

to start in making new friends. Having people both inside and outside of your job takes time, but 

it makes a big difference in your life. Reach out to the other new professionals on your campus, 

attend a young professional’s networking event in your town, reconnect with friends who are far 

away, and reach out to professionals at schools near you. That all may feel awkward for anyone 

who isn’t an extreme extravert, but we need people around us to cheer us on during our hard 

days. Keep in touch with people you connect with at a conference or your small group from First 

90 Days. Identify the person or people you can call when you need to talk about something other 

than work for a while or when you need to talk about a bad day. Find the people you want to 

share your successes with and keep them close.   

 

Like the saying goes, “it is easier said than done.” This is not a “how to be a successful new 

professional checklist” but rather thoughts from someone who is still learning the lessons every 

day. It is so easy to get wrapped up in trying to become the perfect professional that we forget 

that we are humans and imperfections are a part of life.  
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