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Introduction

A Lofty Bump of Humor

In 1873, thirty-eight-year-old Samuel Clemens was hitting his stride, building his reputation as a humorist, a writer, and a public skeptic. That year, he released his only co-written novel—The Gilded Age—a biting satirical critique of greed and political corruption. It had been just ten years since he’d adopted his pen name, Mark Twain; a year since the birth of his first daughter, Susy; and mere months since he’d received a patent for a self-pasting scrapbook.

Around this time, Twain felt a nagging question weighing on him. Perhaps in spite of—or because of—his growing success and self-actualization, he wanted to know whether there was some way for a person to objectively assess his “temperament” or most innate traits and qualities. He wondered: Could a person’s character be read like a chart of the constellations?

To find out, Twain made an appointment with the leading phrenologist of the day, Lorenzo Niles Fowler. (He didn’t identify himself as Mark Twain, but used an altogether different alias.) Phrenologists in the late nineteenth century claimed to be able to describe a person’s character and personality by simply “reading” the bumps and cavities on a person’s skull, much like one would read a topographic map.1 And so, the curious but always skeptical Twain walked into Fowler’s London office, with the request that his own head be mapped. The initial read was quite complimentary, recalled Twain. After much poking and prodding of Twain’s cranium, the phrenologist “said I possessed amazing courage, an abnormal spirit of daring, a pluck, a stern will, a fearlessness that were without limit.” These qualities were ascertained by the size of the bumps on Twain’s head.

“But then he foraged over on the other side of my skull,” noted Twain, “and found a hump there which he called ‘caution.’ This hump was so tall, so mountainous, that it reduced my courage-bump to a mere hillock by comparison.” If not for this “Matterhorn of caution,” he said, “I would have been one of the bravest men that ever lived.” But the real doubt arose when Fowler fingered the part of his skull where a slight cavity appeared. “He startled me by saying that that cavity represented the total absence of the sense of humor!”

Had Twain really lacked a sense of humor, he would not have found this funny, and would not, therefore, have chosen to go back a second time to Fowler’s London office. This time, he presented himself as the famous author Mark Twain. And during this visit, to the author’s great delight, Fowler discovered “the loftiest bump of humor he had ever encountered in his lifelong experience!”2

While Twain made fun of the pseudoscience, he was still left without an answer to his question about reading a person’s character, and the answer would not appear within his lifetime.

We laugh at phrenology today. But there’s no denying the persistent human urge to know ourselves—and our possibilities—as well as we can. We so desperately want to know what is in our nature, and about the gifts with which we’ve been endowed, that we will look anywhere, turn to anyone, and pay any price, especially when it comes to discerning how we want to share those gifts with the world. And nowhere is that urge more compelling than when it comes to choosing our life’s work.

The Changing Workplace

Landing on the right career seems more important today than ever before; in recent decades, work has eclipsed family, community, and religion as our primary source of meaning and identity. In a shift accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, technological advances have largely erased the boundary between our personal and professional lives. Right or wrong, we have become our work, and our work has become us. But when your personal sense of identity, self-esteem, and mental health are so deeply tied to what you do, what happens if you don’t actually like your work? Or worse, what if you lose your job?

Like millions of others, you may have recently decided that spending the vast majority of your waking hours doing work you don’t particularly care about is no longer worth it. In 2021, during what came to be called the “Great Resignation,” a record 47.4 million American workers left their jobs.3 Those who stayed were more disengaged than in prior decades. In 2022, the Gallup organization, which tracks employee engagement year after year, reported that a mere 21 percent of employees felt motivated at work, and more people than ever before were experiencing high levels of stress. “Living for the weekend” and “work is just a paycheck” became mantras. As Gallup observed, “Most respondents said that they don’t find their work meaningful, don’t think their lives are going well or don’t feel hopeful about their future.”4

Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, the nature of work was changing at a breathtaking pace. But when Covid struck, the world turned upside down. Hundreds of thousands of businesses shut down in a matter of months, and millions suddenly found themselves without a paycheck.5 Those who could least afford it were the hardest hit: Of the 9.6 million jobs lost in 2020, the overwhelming majority of those positions employed people in the bottom quarter of wage distribution.6 In the first thirteen months of the pandemic, eight million workers were laid off and the restaurant industry hemorrhaged $280 billion in sales.7 Under pressure to care for children and family members, a stunning 3.5 million working mothers left the workforce, and even today over a million fewer mothers are holding down jobs than in 2019.8

The pandemic also triggered a massive shift in how we work. By October 2020, 70 percent of employed Americans were performing their jobs from home all or most of the time, and increasing numbers found they enjoyed greater work flexibility.9

For some, working remotely is burning us out faster than commuting ever did. For thirty-five-year-old Nikita Ovtchinikov, traveling several times a month for in-person meetings was an integral part of his work as a Silicon Valley enterprise sales executive. He might, for example, find himself scheduled for a meeting in Los Angeles and having “to fly down there from San Francisco, maybe cancel some of the calls due to the travel time, have lunch with colleagues, and fly home.” But when the pandemic hit, all of his meetings became remote, and their frequency increased threefold. “It was bananas,” Ovtchinikov says, “both draining and exhausting.” He realized the travel that once seemed like such a nuisance was actually a much-needed cushion in a hectic and unrelenting workday. Even if remote work can lead to higher productivity in some cases, he noted, “it comes with a cost.” Human beings aren’t cut out for such rapid attention-switching.10

Still, not having to commute to work retains its appeal for many. In 2021, 80 percent of Americans working from home said they didn’t want to return to the office full-time, while a whopping 95 percent of workers were considering changing jobs.11 Americans today are realizing they will be working at many more kinds of jobs, and for many more years, than previous generations. Combined with longer life expectancies and more working years, the average twelve jobs held by baby boomers over the course of their careers is set to rise with subsequent generations.12

Meanwhile, employees no longer seem content to work grueling hours, perhaps as an investment in their future earnings or title, without a more immediate payoff. The phrase “quiet quitting” generated millions of views on TikTok, as many young professionals rejected the notion of working longer and longer hours to prove themselves worthy of promotion. According to the Wall Street Journal, these employees didn’t want to leave work altogether, but they yearned to spend more time outside the office doing things that interested them, such as being with their families or enjoying sports and hobbies.13 It’s not just Gen Z and young millennials either. Millions of older workers, too, resent spending their days watching the clock tick. As many have told us, “I can’t wait until I retire so that I can have time to work on my            [fill in the blank: art, music, volunteer work, family, et cetera].”

Of course, every job involves some amount of plodding through familiar drills. And certainly, there are distinct changes in the way we work—and a broader movement toward more diverse and inclusive workplaces—that are influencing these employment trends. But the vast dissatisfaction we currently face goes deeper. It’s about the rampant, fundamental mismatch between our natural abilities and the jobs we routinely perform. Like a decoupled chain, this disconnect weakens our staying power and makes it harder to find satisfaction at work. It amplifies the weight of anxiety, boredom, overwork, demands to re-skill, frustration with management, low pay, lack of benefits, poor working conditions, and any number of other factors, driving employees of every rank to simply check out.14

The good news is that all of this frustration and unrealized potential is entirely preventable, and the solution isn’t just about complying with a shrug or finding a different job where you may be equally stalled. The answer lies in switching tactics. It’s about harnessing modern insights and technologies (far advanced from the quackery of Mark Twain’s era) to assess whether your work life and avocations are in harmony with your authentic self. By discovering your hidden genius—the complete tapestry of your personality, interests, and, most important, your aptitudes—you have the means to unlock your potential. With the help of this book, you can begin to understand your own natural talents and what they can tell you about your life, career, and relationships. And we promise, no head thumping required.

Starved for Guidance

When it comes to choosing our most satisfying work lives, we face many challenges. Despite the strides we’ve made in science, data aggregation, and technology since the late 1800s, most people today default to guesswork or rely on incomplete information about potential careers. Young people have always felt pressured by loved ones, circumstances, or immediate needs to “settle” for work that may or may not suit them. Or they don’t have models in their family, friends, and personal networks to realize the incredible breadth of their employment options. With no concrete or objective guidance, they are apt to lean heavily on the opinions of their peers and other well-meaning people around them. Lacking a complete understanding of what kinds of work might best fit their skills, they end up relying largely on assumptions and stereotypes.

Thus, steeped in unconscious gender roles, a majority of high school boys still tend to be interested in “masculine” jobs such as engineering or construction, while girls veer toward work traditionally performed by women, such as teaching or nursing.15 A recent study on career choices and gender disparity revealed how classic gender roles permeate our personal aspirations. When free to follow their career passions, female study participants gravitated toward primary caregiver roles, while the men sought to become the breadwinners. Following our passions might seem like the best way to express our true selves. But as it turns out, this freedom can instead lead us to fall back on social norms that feel safe and predictable.16 As the Scottish psychiatrist R. D. Laing observed, “We learn to be who we are told we are.”17

But what’s the alternative?

Unwinding the Thread

We do, in fact, have a choice: we can follow our enduring traits like a guiding thread through our lives. Writers, actors, and directors who tell stories for a living rely on the notion of an imaginary thread that weaves through a narrative. They call this the “through line.” It is the underlying motive of characters, the hidden force that drives their behavior. The events surrounding the protagonist may change, but his or her basic through line remains consistent and ever present throughout the story. Your hidden genius is this essential thread. It contributes to your individuality. It comprises the enduring and distinctive aspects of what makes you, you. Your aptitudes, along with your interests and personality, are the raw materials—the fuel that propels your life.

Discovering your hidden genius is a gradual process. Your starting point—discovered through the assessment you’ll begin in Chapter 3—will help you to uncover your own unique combination of aptitudes, interests, and personality traits. Once you apply the results of this assessment to your career, they will help you to find the work and other pursuits that can most fulfill and satisfy you. You will be able to apply your newfound self-awareness not just in choosing your career, but also in navigating other aspects of your life.

How We Discovered Our Own Hidden Genius

BETSY’S STORY

On a warm spring morning, as I stood looking at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I came to a sudden, painful realization. I was thirty-three years old, and I was nowhere close to fulfilling my potential.

Having married ten years earlier, I had filled a lot of socially prescribed roles. I’d tackled college, gotten married, worked a couple of great jobs, and brought two children into the world. I had also become heavily involved in my community. From the outside, my life probably looked perfect. I had everything in the world I could want or need: healthy children, a happy marriage, a lovely home, and good friends. But on the inside, I felt antsy. I had no reason to think of myself as unhappy, but at that moment, I suddenly understood that I was living my life much like a car passenger on a very pleasant trip. I just wasn’t driving.

So the realization hit: I’d lost track of my own life. Time suddenly mattered. I knew that if I followed my family’s genetic map, I might be lucky enough to live to be a hundred. What would I do with my future life? I hadn’t truly considered how I might contribute to the world more broadly, beyond my own home, or how I could enrich myself through learning over the decades to come. I decided it was time to determine my own life course.

A respected friend encouraged me to seek advice from the esteemed Johnson O’Connor Research Foundation. At the assessment center in Atlanta (which they call the “human engineering laboratory”), I spent two days answering surveys on my personality and interests and also performing timed exercises designed to uncover my individual aptitudes. Afterward, a counselor walked through my results with me. As I listened to her describe me in sometimes disturbing detail, I felt as if someone had suddenly turned the lights on. She pointed me to areas of personal potential that I hadn’t fully understood, highlighting aspects of myself I had discounted or ignored. The counselor helped me see that I had spent years unconsciously inserting myself into other people’s categorical boxes.

Armed with my assessment results, I came to understand my quirks and talents within a context and a language that made sense. I felt inspired and motivated. Even better, I saw how I might apply them to my own future. I enrolled in a graduate program for Human and Organization Development, and from there I got a job as a marketing and investor relations manager in the financial services industry. My boss there was interested in the opportunities that technology offered for transforming education and career services. Together, we made the online aptitude assessment company YouScience a reality. (To top it off, I also started a blog about contemporary art, which I found to be an extraordinarily fulfilling hobby.)

ALEX’S STORY

Growing up, I never doubted my abilities for a moment; I just never had a clue what they were. Dreaming big, feeling the world stretch out before me, I believed myself capable of just about anything. No fantasy was too taxing for my young imagination. What I lacked in self-awareness, I made up for in gusto and blind determination.

After graduating from college in 2010, I took a job leading a freshman honors seminar on community engagement at the University of Nevada in Reno. The more I worked to connect students to opportunities, the more I found myself longing to help all incoming college freshmen approach their education with more clarity and intentionality. I also wanted to help them avoid incurring heavy student debt. To do that, I realized I’d need to start working with high school kids.

In 2013, I launched my own consultancy as a college and career counselor. My job is to introduce young adults to their true natural aptitudes, to help them explore opportunities to exercise those talents, and to point them in a general direction that may or may not include a college degree. I hope to save them wasted time, energy, and dollars, and steer them toward occupations that will bring them joy and success.

In reality, most of us approach this task from an impossible position, with only a vague idea of our true strengths and where they might prove most useful. But how can we be expected to assemble the jigsaw puzzle of our lives with the lights off? Forced to feel our way around in the dark, we can only guess at the picture we are creating and what it might mean. Just imagine what we might do with the lights on. For instance, I always wondered why I felt so fatigued by brainstorming sessions, group work, and “decision-by-committee” situations. I thought there was something wrong with me. In meetings, I’d get fidgety whenever someone said something like “Let’s go back to the drawing board,” or “Have we considered all the other alternatives?” I’d find myself staring at the clock, my attention and energy draining away into my seat.

When I took an aptitude assessment in 2014, I learned that my inborn talents were closely aligned with many jobs involving writing, such as journalism. This discovery was an invitation to get back to something I had loved doing as a child, allowing me to pinpoint a part of what had been missing from my life. But aside from writing, my most pronounced strength lies in my ability to be both highly focused and good at implementation. While I don’t always have the quickest response or the most ideas, I am usually the one to move a stagnant group along, and I have a knack for identifying the most promising ideas. I use this aptitude to cheerlead those who feel uninspired to take their first step into something or to help those clouded by indecision to find a path forward.

Today, my job is about giving young adults permission to get to know themselves better, so that they can navigate their lives with confidence. And while I didn’t know it before, the assessment revealed that guidance counseling sits right at the intersection of my aptitudes, values, and interests. I’ve since learned that aptitude awareness is a nonbiased, no-BS way to show that the best way to navigate our careers—and lives—is to uncover our hidden genius.

So, What Is an Aptitude?

Aptitudes are your own unique, inborn talents, the foundation from which you can develop skills. They are the underlying components of who you are that common personality and interest assessments cannot discern. Most important, aptitudes are your most reliably enduring features.

While many people lump the domains of aptitudes, interests, and personality together and speak of them interchangeably, in fact, they are distinctly different from one another. Frequently confused with skills or abilities, aptitudes play a critical role in career satisfaction. They are also the first and most important focus of this book.

Researchers have identified dozens of measurable aptitudes, everything from perfect pitch to a facility for foreign languages to the ability to withstand staring into very bright light. Some aptitudes are physical, like finger dexterity or hand grip; others are cognitive, like the ability to imagine what a two-dimensional diagram would look like in three dimensions. Some, such as the ability to hear a random noise and immediately identify its corresponding musical note, are so rare that only a lucky few are endowed with them.

Aptitudes don’t develop by themselves. To blossom into something truly special, hard work and practice are required. Knowing your aptitudes can motivate you to set goals that you might never have imagined. For example, consider Michael Phelps. The six foot four Olympian was born with what some experts call the perfect body for swimming. His powerful legs are the same length as someone four inches shorter, so he can propel himself through the water with less drag to slow him down. Yet he also has the torso length of a man four inches taller, giving him extra-long arms and a greater reach in a sport where races can be won by a mere fraction of an inch.18 This is Phelps’s raw material—the equivalent of his basic aptitudes. But those gifts alone wouldn’t have been enough to transform him into a champion swimmer. To end up with twenty-eight Olympic medals—still the most won by any athlete in history—Phelps had to put in years of training and practice.

Complex and multifaceted, aptitudes can only be gauged using objective psychometric assessments. These measures are designed with a high standard of scientific rigor rooted in many different fields, including developmental psychology, biological psychology, industrial-organizational psychology (the study of human behavior in organizations and the workplace), neuroscience, behavioral genetics, and psychometrics. In general, today’s aptitude assessments are analogous to MRI machines; they can see beneath the surface to reveal conditions and qualities (or traits) we may not know we have. Even better, this information is based on objective measures of performance: Can you spot the pattern in this set of numbers? Can you distinguish this slightly lighter shade of blue from that slightly darker shade of blue? Can you arrange these sentences in a logical order?

Until recently, aptitude assessment was a one-on-one activity, delivered to a client by a trained counselor over many hours at a specialized testing center. At an average cost of $750, plus transportation and the two days it took to complete a full evaluation, these tests are out of reach for most of the population. But in the past decade, technology has revolutionized this formerly bespoke service, allowing it to be digitized and democratized. The price of aptitude testing has now fallen by orders of magnitude, making it accessible to more and more people from all walks of life.

Career guidance professionals have long recognized the critical importance of aptitudes in finding happiness and fulfillment at work. This book is about how we unlock that knowledge and leverage it for maximum impact. For over a century, aptitudes have been the focus of research and specialized use, yet they have lingered in relative obscurity. It’s time for us to recognize and embrace this foundational part of ourselves, because doing so can literally change our lives.

Take Rebecca, for example. She used to stubbornly point to a couple of Cs in math as proof that she was not a “math kid.” But once she took her aptitude assessment, she realized how wrong she had been. “Sprinkled throughout my life, there were actually signs that I am not only good with numbers, but I enjoy working with them too. After all, I was the junior class treasurer!” Recognizing this hidden talent prompted Rebecca to pursue higher-level math courses in college that she would have normally shied away from. She even took an interest in data science, later applying it to an exciting career as director of marketing for a small digital agency that serves mental health and addiction treatment centers. She turned out to be a math kid after all. But like so many of us, she only made this discovery as an adult.19 It’s easy to point to poor grades as evidence of our weak points; however, conventional school and assessment measures overlook some of our most important aptitudes. At the time, Rebecca had no way of knowing that she indeed had a hidden facility with numbers; in her case, lower grades in math spoke more to her negative classroom experiences than to any deficiency in Numerical Reasoning.

Discovering your aptitudes with the help of an accessible, modern assessment tool is meant to offer guidance of this kind sooner, rather than later. It is not intended as a pigeonholing mechanism that makes people pursue careers they don’t want, forcing them to give up their dreams. On the contrary, aptitude assessment can help us to recognize options or alternatives we never knew we had. It lays the groundwork for success by pointing us toward vocations inherently suited to our natural talents and jobs that are in demand. Any given set of aptitudes represents opportunities in multiple industries.

Equally important, aptitude assessment can help us narrow down a mind-boggling multitude of possible careers. The optimistic and largely unfeasible American credo of “You can do anything!” leads to an overwhelming and oppressive tyranny of choice; one that paralyzes college students and midlife career switchers, alike. But the enormity of this choice is an illusion. With effort and practice we can, indeed, do many things. But that doesn’t mean we always should. If the work you are doing doesn’t allow you to flourish you can easily get stuck pouring all your effort into something without any lasting payoff. In the worst cases, you can find yourself pushing harder and harder toward some goal, yet achieving less and less.

As we bob and weave through a changing career landscape, we have new opportunities to maximize our skills, find jobs that reflect our personal values, and destabilize lasting work stereotypes around gender, socioeconomics, and race. And discovering who you are and what you have to offer the world using rigorous scientific aptitude assessment can help offset the biases of many other tests. For example, Western intelligence measures such as the IQ test are known to emphasize the ideas and values of their creators, to the detriment of test takers with non-Western cultural frames of reference, and college entrance exams tend to favor those who can afford to pay expensive coaches and tutors.20 But trying to study for an aptitude assessment is futile; it would only skew the results. Moreover, the measure of aptitudes such as the ability to recognize number patterns can be quantified impartially, because such skills transcend language and culture.

Using aptitude assessments for educational and occupational guidance can reduce workplace bias by capturing a more diverse talent pool that includes varied genders, races, and economic backgrounds. More important, the results of these assessments force us to reconsider our own internal assumptions about our potential to achieve, paving the way for more girls to explore stereotypically male fields and vice versa.21 Input from social media, entertainment outlets, and well-intentioned parents, teachers, coaches, and friends often reinforces traditional gender roles and highlights familiar career paths.22 After all, it’s hard to be interested in a career you’ve never heard of. But what if we could match our skills and interests, like puzzle pieces, against all possible careers and learn where we would fit with absolute certainty?

Given the ever-evolving workplace, constantly changing skill requirements, and a vast swath of employees suddenly wanting more fulfilling work, knowing our aptitudes is vital. Such knowledge enables us to have greater confidence, to be the entrepreneurs of our own careers, to make smarter choices, and to optimize our talents. More than that, knowing our aptitudes helps us live a satisfying life.

Three Distinct Contributors

If your hidden genius were an actual rope, it would be a braided one with three strands. The most critical and previously elusive of these is your aptitude profile. But your interests and personality also play a key role in shaping your career potential. Indeed, for many years, career counselors relied entirely on interest and personality assessments. Without attending to aptitudes, however, this narrow focus led to far too many (albeit unintentional) career shipwrecks. The true power of interests and personality measures can only be realized when joined with and interpreted alongside aptitudes.

Interests are your preferences. They motivate you to improve and hone your abilities based on what you think you love to do, allowing you to train, gain greater expertise, and become more successful at whatever you choose. But interests are fickle; they can change over time, depending on your situation, environment, age, or your individual personality traits.

Take Emma Lock, for example. In an interview with WorkLife’s Adam Grant, Lock discussed how her childhood dream of becoming “a flamingo” morphed into veterinary aspirations. But the realities of work as a veterinarian, including “dealing with tendons and putting thermometers in animals’ rectums,” soon made her realize “it’s not really my thing.”

Next, Lock took her love of animals into zookeeper training, a job that ultimately triggered a severe hay allergy that made it difficult to breathe at work. “But because I loved the animals so much, I stayed,” she noted. After years of suffering, she stepped back and realized that the part of her job she loved the most—teaching visitors about the animals—only comprised a small portion of her time. She finally acknowledged that zookeeping “wasn’t the job that was best suited to me, given my personality and my talents” (not to mention her allergies).23 Today she works as a public speaker and online animal educator known as “Emzotic,” embracing her true calling to teach others the most fun, exciting, and unexpected tidbits about animals.

Our interests can draw us deeply and consistently into a given topic, but only for as long as our fascination lasts. The more experience Lock gained, the more she learned about her underlying aptitudes and the type of work that would bring her sustained fulfillment, not just satisfy her interests. This key distinction has caught the eye of some of the nation’s top graduate schools, including Harvard Law School, whose admissions department now places particular emphasis on life experience in selecting their best applicants. Whereas the entering classes of two decades ago were largely recent college graduates, a vast majority of today’s first-year law students at Harvard have had at least one full year of work experience.24

Grasping the difference between the fascination or fantasy of a job and its everyday reality can help us seek out the most suitable work experiences and find the most fulfilling careers. Still, interests remain a relatively fast and easy indicator of what we might want to do with our lives. For assessing interests, career practitioners have long used reliable instruments such as the Strong Interest Inventory. Aligned with the theories of American psychologist John Holland, these subjective questionnaires can be self-scored and administered cheaply, efficiently, and at scale. Successfully used for more than eighty-five years, they have become widely accepted as a standard among career guidance professionals.

The problem with interest surveys is that when used as a stand-alone instrument (as they have been in most high schools and colleges since the 1950s), their accuracy becomes less reliable. Used in isolation, they become information boomerangs that bring back little more than a repackaged version of what we put into them. Instead of offering new insights, their results can easily point you toward a future that already seems self-evident (such as what your parents always told you to do) or jobs and industries with which you’re familiar (such as the careers featured at school career days), regardless of what type of work might be the best fit for you. The results are not terribly surprising; after all, it’s hard to express preferences for things you’ve never seen or tried. But in a world of glutted industries and fierce job competition, the overemphasis on interests has real and troubling consequences. In the mid-2000s, for example, culinary school enrollment increased with the popularity of reality TV shows about cooking.25 Likewise, interest in criminal justice soared in proportion to the ratings of the American crime drama CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, even as the growth rate for police detective and criminal investigator jobs has lagged behind the national average.26

When used without factoring in personality and aptitudes, survey-based tools can also perpetuate learned assumptions and conscious or unconscious stereotypes. The resulting misguidance can do systematic harm to members of a broad swath of groups, including people of color, women, and those from economically challenged communities. For example, one 2020 University of Missouri study highlighted these negative effects on school-age girls. The researchers found that, when treated as the sole source of career guidance, career-interest surveys can—and do—funnel girls away from high-paying, high-growth fields and toward less lucrative, familiar “female” roles. What is familiar influences our interests, and interests drive our career decisions. Without the opportunity to recognize and understand our own aptitudes and how they complement our interests, our paths tend to converge on the most popular, already congested highways rather than on more personalized, satisfying byways.

Personality is broadly defined in psychology as your characteristic pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving. Psychologists agree that there are five basic dimensions of personality, commonly referred to as the “Big 5.” They are categorized as extroversion, agreeableness, openness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism.27 Admittedly, these are roomy terms and serve only as a blueprint for understanding the main dimensions of personality, which has an unlimited number of nuances. And within this basic model, people possess varying amounts of the Big 5 qualities and fall along a continuum between the extremes of each.

It is also important to understand that the science of personality traits has different applications. You may have heard of certain popular measures for personality traits, including Myers-Briggs, DiSC, and the Enneagram. Psychologists deploy some of these tools to better understand their patients, while organizational behaviorists utilize them to study team dynamics. Depending on the context, such tools can drive meaningful conversations and serve as valuable conduits for self-discovery.

But while knowing your personality traits can help you identify your motivations and the work settings and roles that suit you best, when it comes to finding the best career fit they are only part of the answer. The trick is to recognize your own personal configuration of aptitudes, interests, and personality, and then honor and nurture them to build a more authentic and fulfilling life.

Moving Ahead

Thanks to innovative advances in technology, the current field of career guidance has taken a huge leap forward. The assessment batteries commonly offered in high school and college now include measures of aptitudes as well as personality and interests. In 2023 alone, YouScience administered more than a million of these aptitude assessments. Entire states such as Georgia have adopted aptitude testing in their high schools, recognizing that our life-altering, expense-laden decisions about our education and careers should not be some random, data-starved activity.

We live in a world where professional categories change constantly and job obsolescence has become the norm. By necessity, our reassessments of our work never stop. And so, whether you are starting your career, rethinking, retooling, reinventing, relaunching, or retiring, it is never too late to discover and embrace your hidden genius.

Following your innate talents also has massive implications for our society as a whole. As more people choose to travel this path, greater numbers will focus on developing their own unique gifts rather than worrying about their perceived deficits. A confidence born of self-knowledge will help us pursue the most urgent work, and together we will mobilize our potential to advance. As our friends, loved ones, and co-workers assess their own aptitudes, their cycles of self-doubt will break. And as the pursuit of self-knowledge spreads, we’ll see a rise in the number of people developing skills in critical areas, thanks to their new understanding of how to link their education to desired outcomes.

This book will help you choose vocations for which you are well suited and find the activities in which you are predisposed to excel. It also offers a template for finding deep and fulfilling meaning throughout your life, from your career, hobbies and service to your relationships with family, friends, and your community. The resulting realignment between your natural aptitudes, interests and personality and your work makes the necessary task of reevaluating and changing jobs—and even careers—during our working years a less formidable one. As you navigate an uncertain future, we hope you will find this book to be an essential resource for guiding you toward a path that both satisfies and inspires you.
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