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Introduction

A New Approach to Your Career

If you’re here, you’re probably looking to make a job move. So what’s holding you back?

Maybe you’re feeling frustrated or disengaged in your current role but hesitant to leave what you know. Maybe you’ve been out of the workforce—by choice or by circumstance—and you’re looking to get back in but haven’t yet found the right next thing. Maybe you’ve recently switched jobs but already suspect that where you landed wasn’t the best next step—or that making your old role work would’ve been the better move.

You’re not alone.

Every year an estimated 1 billion people switch jobs worldwide. Most regret at least some aspect of the process. Yes, a lucky few stumble seamlessly upon their dream jobs, but this book is for the rest of us—those who are experiencing some career struggle. We originally wanted to call this book “Hire Your Next Job,” given that a successful job move isn’t just about an organization hiring you to do something. It also involves you hiring an organization so you can accomplish things. But that title didn’t resonate with others. Rather, employers are typically treated, and tend to behave, as though they hold most of the cards. That’s remained true even after the COVID-19 pandemic sparked the Great Resignation and more than 98 million Americans left their jobs over a period of two years, the highest quit rate in US history. Far too many people, nearly 60 percent, remain frozen in jobs they “quietly quit.” When individuals do search for their next job, they often feel confused and stuck as they wade through a morass of opaque postings and rejections.

We’re here to change that experience. This book teaches the nine steps that we’ve distilled from our analysis of thousands of job switchers. The steps will help you make the right next move for you—just as they’ve helped those with whom we’ve worked and tested our process. That will empower you. Because when you decide to work somewhere, you are hiring your employer, consciously or not. You are choosing how and where to spend your precious time and what compensation you’ll accept for it. You are choosing the work you’ll do and with whom you’ll do it. If those choices don’t line up with the type of progress you’re seeking in your life, no one wins. Not your employer—and certainly not you. To be clear, you cannot avoid trade-offs. We are not talking about finding a pot of gold with little to no sacrifice. But you can embrace those trade-offs to make wise choices that set you on a path to progress.

Ironically, most people already know early in life that they will hire their future jobs, but they forget it along the way. When asked what they want to be when they grow up, young children answer playfully and imaginatively. But as people advance in years, the question takes on greater urgency, which constrains their thinking. Once they come up with an answer that seems plausible, they look for the clearest possible route to follow: If you want to be a           , then            is how to get there someday. Some subset of people stick with that straight, simple path. This book also isn’t for them. We wrote it for those whose paths zig and zag, loop, or stall in whirlpools of discontent.

The data are clear: Quiet quitting notwithstanding, millions of people are going through a job change right now. Over half the world’s workers are passively or actively seeking a new job. If you’re not one of them, you likely will be soon. In the United States, 30 percent of the workforce switches jobs every year. Individuals change jobs, on average, every 4.1 years. We’re living and working in a fluid market—a time when change is the only career constant. So switching jobs isn’t necessarily a sign that something went wrong. It’s how we make progress. Therefore, the better you become at switching, the more progress you will enjoy.

The Difference Between Progression and Progress

The time is ripe to help you with this process because the job market is undergoing a major transformation. One of the biggest changes has to do with how work is structured—where and when it occurs, how people connect, and the culture in which they operate. Another centers on employment relationships, which are becoming more of a two-way street. Workers have more power now because talent is scarce. The COVID-19 pandemic that spurred the Great Resignation contributed. It reminded us that life is short, so it’s worth reassessing our priorities around whether and where to work. Korn Ferry estimates that by 2030, the global talent shortage could exceed 85 million people. Midway through 2021, the ratio of job openings to unemployed individuals in the United States reached its highest level in a generation; it continued to rise through the end of 2022, to nearly two job posts per unemployed worker. This dynamic appears structural and lasting.

At the same time, behavior is shifting given the uncertain future of work. People are nervous and looking for good advice as employers turbocharge their investments in technology, artificial intelligence, and robots. Those investments are tangible, unsettling reminders of McKinsey’s 2018 prediction that by 2030 “around 15 percent of the global workforce, or about 400 million workers, could be displaced by automation.” The debut of OpenAI’s ChatGPT in November 2022 threw fuel on the fire. More than 100 million people—a rate of adoption never seen before—rushed to register and try out this chatbot that demonstrated just how powerful artificial intelligence can be.

All this change is leading people to ask big questions. And rethink what progress means to them.

What’s certain is that many individuals have realized that progress in their careers and lives doesn’t necessarily track with employers’ increasingly antiquated ideas about “career progression.” For ages we have talked about how people climb the “ladder” in their organizations—moving from entry-level jobs to managerial ones, for example, or from lower-paying jobs right out of school to higher-paying rungs after they’ve acquired more experience. It’s also often described as moving “up” in one’s career. Although this personal trajectory doesn’t always mirror the prescribed organizational path, that’s how employers still tend to look at it. They engage in what we call “supply-side” thinking—viewing individuals’ movement in the labor force through the company’s prism of organizational charts, key performance indicators (KPIs), and other management tools.

But these days, careers rarely follow a linear progression as someone else has defined it. Most of us think about growth more holistically—not just within a single company or role or industry but across our entire careers, our health and wellness, our personal and professional relationships, our interests, and our other needs and desires. Many, for instance, are realizing that they want to do more purposeful work. For them, the definition of making progress in their careers is better aligning their work with what gives their lives meaning. For others, progress involves better fitting one’s job into one’s personal life—such as moving to be closer to family or freeing up more time to spend with loved ones outside of work. Today, progress is a phenomenon best understood by assessing your own struggles, circumstances, and goals. It’s best achieved by consciously hiring your next role and employer.

Learning to Help You Make Progress

The three of us have been researching how people navigate their careers for well over a decade.

It started when we realized that all the job-hunting, career-advice, and self-help guides out there—from books to coaches—weren’t helping people make their best moves. We kept seeing our students, mentees, and consulting clients struggle to do the recommended steps and exercises. Even when they completed all the time-consuming homework, the advice often fell flat. Our recommendations at the time were just as unhelpful as anyone else’s. And the immensity of the problem was staring us in the face. Those 1 billion people who switch jobs every year? Hundreds of millions of them don’t feel that they’re making real progress in their careers.

So we began studying both those who made progress and those who didn’t. We weren’t aiming to write a book at first. We just wanted to create a useful process to better advise the people who came to us for support. We wanted to build something fit for the current moment, as well as something that had been tested and refined. In short, we wanted to understand and capture the moves of successful job switchers in today’s market.

The realization that people hire their jobs and employers fell into our laps. That’s because one of us, Bob, had been collaborating with the renowned business thinker Clayton Christensen in the 1990s when they figured out something similar about consumers. Their big aha was that customers don’t buy products or services because they fall into a particular demographic. Rather, they hire a product to help them make progress during a struggling moment. In other words, people buy quarter-inch drills because they are in situations where they need to make certain kinds of quarter-inch holes. This insight led to the development of the Jobs to Be Done theory, which ushered in a new approach to innovation. Thousands of better products, services, and businesses were created across nearly every industry, including health care, transportation, financial services, consumer packaged goods, food, defense, software, and education.

Ethan soon realized that Bob’s underlying theory could also explain why individuals make the job moves they do. If others could see that, then it might help them make better career choices. To explore the possibility, he designed the online Harvard Business School course “Developing Yourself as a Leader.” The course gave us a way to work with and learn from thousands of participants worldwide from a range of industries, including high tech, consumer products, agriculture, real estate and construction, professional services, and health care. These individuals tested our emerging advice in their own lives. We learned from their experiences and updated our thinking to reflect what did and didn’t work for whom and under what circumstances—and why.

The three of us then doubled down on this work at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic. We studied more individuals who had recently switched jobs. We coached more people as they navigated a turbulent job market—including entry-level folks, mid- and late-career professionals, gig workers, entrepreneurs, and individuals looking to reenter the workforce after time away. All the while, we continued to refine our process to help people successfully switch jobs.

And then it happened. Those we had advised, coached, and taught began introducing us to a flurry of their friends, colleagues, and loved ones who were struggling with whether and how to make a job move. We couldn’t say no because we genuinely wanted to help. But we also couldn’t say yes to all these job seekers, at least not one-on-one. So we wrote this book to help them—and now you—make progress.

The Journey to a Better Job

To be clear, we haven’t written a guide to hacking the job market and raking in attractive offers. Although we do provide some new advice on how to get the job you want once you’ve identified it, that’s not what’s really special here. The most important things you’ll get from us are help clarifying what progress looks like for you, what jobs exist or can be created to enable you to achieve it, and what trade-offs you’re willing to make in exchange for that progress, given there is no magical, perfect job. Such clarity is no small thing. In our experience, most people don’t have it in any of these areas.

We begin by peeling back the mystery of why people switch jobs rather than dive straight into the “how to do it better.” That’s because the “why” is complex. In most cases, whatever reason someone gives for switching actually has several other, subconscious reasons behind it. Without a deeper understanding, it’s hard to know what to optimize for. Across the thousands of careers we’ve studied, we’ve seen four consistent patterns at play—what we call quests for progress. Although each person’s path has its own contours and points of departure from the norm, here are the four primary quests:
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1.Get Out: When I can’t see a way to thrive in my current job or my manager makes it feel like a dead end, I want to escape to a place where I can be supported and challenged.
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2.Regain Control: When I’m feeling overwhelmed in some aspect of my life, I want to find an employer that gives me a say in how I allocate my time and do my work.

[image: image]

3.Regain Alignment: When my current employer does not fully value my experience, knowledge, or credentials, I want to find an environment and a role in which I will be respected, acknowledged, and reengaged by making full use of my skills.

[image: image]

4.Take the Next Step: When I have reached a career or life milestone, I want an exciting place to move forward and take on more responsibility.

Chapter One provides more detail about these quests. Because they are multidimensional, it fleshes them out with real-life examples. Many people looking for change can relate to more than one quest. But at any given moment in your career, one will take precedence over the others. Understanding them in depth will allow you to jump into our process to identify your current priorities and the trade-offs you’re willing to make to get those outcomes. That will allow you to figure out what the right job move is for you now.

[image: image]
Nine Steps to Making Progress in Your Career



Chapter Two introduces Step 1 in our process. Most of the steps (check out all nine in the figure here) contain multiple parts—a set of activities and reflections to help you home in on and seize the progress you desire. In this chapter, you determine which quest you were on the last time you made a switch. “But wait!” you might say. “Why should I care about why I last changed jobs?” The answer is that we’re building your pattern recognition. We want you to be able to look at your own life and understand what’s been driving you up until now so that you can continually put our process to work in a way that matches your evolving priorities. By looking carefully at your past, you can better navigate the present. To that end, we share the first of many tools, templates, and examples that live at jobmoves.com, a website that we reference throughout the book. That first tool is an assessment we use twice in this chapter: to identify the quest that drove your most recent job move and then to get an early read on what’s causing you to consider a move now.

Chapter Three provides the bridge to identifying your current quest. It shows how all the quests relate to one another along two dimensions: the types of experiences that give you energy and your capabilities. Exploring how these factors interact leads into the practical work ahead.

Chapter Four explains Step 2 of our process, which involves using your résumé to reveal which activities brought you energy and which ones depleted it in your past roles. You then identify recurring energy drivers and drains over your career so far, see how your past jobs rank on each, and figure out which of the activities that bring you energy are most critical for your next role.

Chapter Five is where you take Step 3: compiling the skills, credentials, and experiences you’ve accumulated and accounting for them as career assets and liabilities on a career balance sheet. We use this tool to assess your current capabilities and clarify which skills you want to prioritize in the future.

Chapter Six cross-references the results from the prior two steps with our assessment tool at jobmoves.com to build on the insights you’ve gained so far and confirm which quest you’re currently on in Step 4. That will allow you to better understand the forces driving you forward and the guardrails that can protect you from making a bad move.

Chapter Seven teaches you to build a wide range of “prototypes” for what you might do next. The idea here in Step 5 isn’t to find a job. It’s to create contrasting visions of your future to expand your sense of what could be a good choice at this point in your career. Here, we teach you a new way of doing an informational interview so you can learn before switching whether a job that looks great on paper is the right move for the progress you desire.

Chapter Eight lines up all your prototypes—and your current job—with your current quest in Step 6 so you can converge on one or two possibilities that will form the basis for a job search. Do people sometimes learn at this point that their current job is better than their imagined alternatives and stay put? You bet. In that way, they avoid making a move they’ll soon regret.

Chapter Nine matches your vision with reality. It’s where, in Step 7, you check the one or two promising paths from Step 6 with what’s actually available on the job market. To do so, we teach you how to unpack real job postings to see how they match with what matters most to you. But knowing what you’re trying to achieve isn’t enough. You also need to determine what you’re ready to give up to make progress so you won’t feel blindsided and frustrated by trade-offs later on. Yes, as decision-making expert Annie Duke, the author of Quit, observed, “We have this really valuable option, that when we discover new information that things aren’t going the way that we had hoped, we can quit.” But our research suggests that people who quit their jobs often stumble right back into situations with the very same problems—or new problems they didn’t foresee. In those cases, switching hasn’t led to progress. Step 7 helps you “try before you buy” to avoid making this mistake.

Chapter Ten walks you through Step 8: telling your career story. Crafting a strong narrative pays dividends across the board, from clarifying your thinking about what you’re looking for so you can pursue the right opportunities to getting you to and through your job interviews. Here we draw on techniques from Pixar, one of the best storytellers in the world.

Chapter Eleven is about taking your career story to the marketplace—Step 9 in our process. True, this isn’t a book about the nuts and bolts of applying for jobs (like writing cover letters and negotiating compensation packages). But here we offer résumé and job interview tips to improve your odds of getting hired. We also explain how to turn what you’ve learned in this book into a one-page personal cheat sheet that can give your current and potential employers clear ideas about how you can best contribute.

Chapter Twelve shows how organizations can take advantage of our insights. The good news is that companies, which are under mounting pressure to change their ways, can build better jobs and pathways. We hope that the moment we’re in—the Great Resignation, the growth of hybrid and remote work, and other major trends—will spark organizations to change, as similar moments have in the past. Many of the management students and coaching clients who have gotten the most out of this material over the years were not planning a career change of their own. Rather, they wanted to retain good employees by addressing the reasons they might leave. From them, we learned that by viewing employee development as career development and enabling individuals to live into their definitions of progress, companies can better recruit, manage, and keep the talent they need.

Finally, Chapter Thirteen covers how to take what you’ve learned and pay it forward. This chapter is a guide for mentors, advisers, hiring managers, chief human resource officers, and anyone else who wants to offer meaningful career support to colleagues or friends. It also gives you a nice set of tools and resources to share with and “train” those who are supporting you in your own journey. If you are a mentor, manager, or friend who just wants to know what to do to support those around you as they look to make a job move, these last two chapters cut to the chase. You can start with them and consult the earlier chapters as needed.

This last chapter also underscores what a social endeavor job switching can—and really should—be. We’ve found that when people work through our process with trusted friends and family, mentors, or advisers, the steps become more doable and enjoyable—and outcomes improve. If you invite others in, they won’t just hold you accountable. They’ll also help you unearth insights about yourself that you would miss on your own. They’ll remind you to stay true to the progress you desire at this point in your life and not get caught up in job titles and other trappings of organizational “progression.” And, as decades of research show, they can provide another benefit: Those around you—your colleagues and informal connections—hold keys to opportunities about which you would never otherwise know.

Can you read this book by yourself and get value out of it? Sure. The nine steps in our process mostly connect with work you need to do anyway to search for a job, so they don’t amount to extra work. They equate to smarter work. But bringing someone along for the ride keeps you honest and might just make the process fun. That means you’ll engage more deeply with it, which will boost your odds of a successful job move.

The Power at Your Disposal

As we wrote this book, the labor market grew tighter while other aspects of the economy—inflation, for instance, and threats of recession—grew more volatile. Such shifts are anything but fleeting. Even when things stabilize, it’s never for long. That will continue to cause anxiety, uncertainty, and frustration for workers and employers alike. But it also presents prospects for growth.

Regardless of whether the war for talent is hot or just lukewarm at any given moment, people who navigate our process will remain in a position of power. Remember, you’re going to hire your next employer and every new one after that. You’re even going to hire your next role in your current organization. Factoring in what you care about most, the challenges in your life, and the sacrifices you’re willing to make, you get to decide whether you do or don’t want to make each move. And wherever you land next won’t be the end of your journey. Your career is ultimately a series of successive explorations. Each time you switch jobs, the goal is to move closer to the sweet spot of what you really love and want to do, given your life circumstances. With practice, you’ll get better at choosing to do the things that bring you energy and moving away from those that drain it.

So try not to stress too much. We know the stakes are high. But think progress, not perfection, to move toward a tomorrow that is better than today. We’ll show you how.




Part I

Understanding Job Moves

If you don’t know why you’re looking to change jobs, then it’s less likely you’ll hire the right next one. That’s why Chapter One illustrates the four main quests for progress among job switchers.

Even with the benefit of hindsight, people often don’t fully recognize why they make the professional moves they do. Chapter Two helps you analyze why you’ve switched jobs in the past by helping you understand the forces that underlie the quests. It’s the forces that cause individuals to change. By understanding them, you can begin to discern what’s driving you to look for something new now.




One

Learn What Causes People to Change Jobs

As Alex sat at the kitchen table with his wife, he didn’t know what to think.* His manager at work had been clear: The company was shutting down his department in Wisconsin and paying every individual to relocate to another state. No one on the team would be allowed to work remotely. No exceptions.

Having agonized over it with his wife and her extended family through countless conversations, Alex was now equally clear: He couldn’t pick up and move. Just as he had spent the past fifteen years building his career with this employer, his family had spent that same amount of time building their lives in Wisconsin. And his wife’s aging parents needed them nearby to help care for them and drive them to medical appointments. That was a nonnegotiable priority.

Head in hands, Alex felt stuck and resigned to his fate. Yes, he liked what he did as a midcareer professional. Actually, he loved it. Working as a digital project manager who interacted directly with customers was the best job he had ever had. He hadn’t been looking for new work. But because he couldn’t move locations, he was going to have to move jobs. Even though he hadn’t been laid off, it didn’t seem all that different.

When Alex asked us for guidance, we asked what he wanted his next job to do for him. He scoffed. Given that his longtime employer had just abruptly announced the move—and if you couldn’t go, well, that was tough—he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be calling any of the shots in his career. Companies seemed to have all the power.

We pointed out that at least he had the luxury of time. The relocation of his division and the associated logistics would take a while. His manager had told him that he had roughly six months to figure out what he wanted to do next.

Still, he was nervous. He knew the days would pass quickly. What should he do now to get moving?

Our initial advice was to use the time to his advantage—and slow down, just a little. Moving slowly isn’t something many people do at this stage. They often frantically scour job boards, amp up their networking with colleagues, fire off résumés—and fall into a suboptimal situation. Easing up a bit was what Alex needed to do. True, he was facing an imminent switch because his company had forced his hand. But he had also made a big decision that we encouraged him to examine more closely: Why had staying close to extended family outweighed moving—or commuting—to keep a job he treasured? We knew that his wife’s parents needed them around. But if he had a great job, why did one set of needs outweigh another? Were his own needs evolving? What were the sorts of things he wanted to keep doing—and maybe no longer do—on a day-to-day basis? What might progress look like for him at this point in his life?

You’re probably reading this book because, like Alex, you or someone in your life has at least begun to think about making a job move. But do you know why you’re in that frame of mind? Do you really know what’s compelling you to think about making a change?

Career advancement, more money, balance, and flexibility are top-of-mind reasons that people tick off on surveys. But these surface-level explanations capture only some of what’s going on. What’s more, rarely—if ever—is it just one thing that causes someone to say, “Today’s the day to put myself out there. I’m going to switch jobs.” Instead, there’s an intricate combination of interdependent factors driving that choice. And just as Alex did, people typically struggle to recognize what all those factors are. Even those who have been let go from their job still struggle to sort through what they really want from their next job.

So we’ve looked for patterns among the thousands of job switchers we’ve studied, taught, coached, and observed over the years—a racially diverse sample representing a mix of ages, career stages, fields, roles, income levels, educational backgrounds, family situations, and other life circumstances. Critically, we didn’t look at people just considering a switch. We studied those who actually made a change. There’s a big difference between the two. Many people think about switching but don’t actually do it. They complain, dream about all sorts of better futures, and sit passively. Or they keep a close eye on opportunities but can’t work up the confidence to follow through on any of them. None of that will help you make the progress you seek. What you need is a clear, actionable process.

To create one, we analyzed what causes people to actually make a move. Later on, in Chapter Two, we isolate these causes as two types of forces—what we call pushes and pulls—and describe them in detail. For now, though, here’s the punch line: Although a host of functional, social, and emotional factors can lead individuals to seek a job change now, in our data they cluster into four common sets of struggles and corresponding goals that compel people to switch jobs: Get Out, Regain Control, Regain Alignment, and Take the Next Step. Each of these is a quest for progress.

What does that mean? For starters, the quests we’ve identified aren’t simple, one-dimensional goals or paths. Each one is a combination of problems to solve, experiences to seek, and outcomes to obtain. They’re a particular mix of pushes and pulls that emerged repeatedly across a large number of people in our dataset. Making “progress” amounts to improving one’s life—however one defines improvement at that juncture. For some, progress might occur when they take a job that offers more money or status; for others, it might involve taking a job with less money or status in the pursuit of other things. It all depends on the individual’s quest and the set of experiences they are seeking to optimize. Understanding someone’s quest allows us to transcend surface-level explanations and explain why that person takes the actions they do.

Most everyone in our data pool has wrestled with more than one of the four quests over time, often without recognizing them as root causes for their decisions and actions. This isn’t unusual. Each quest is likely to matter to you at some point in your life. But at any given time, one will prevail in importance over the others. Which quest you’re on now depends on what’s most pressing at this moment, in light of your current challenges and priorities.

When job switchers don’t understand what’s prompting them to move and fail to examine the trade-offs they’re making, they often end up just as unhappy wherever they land. Sometimes they repeat unconstructive patterns of behavior. They learn by switching rather than learn before switching. In many cases, this comes at a cost to their career trajectory and quality of life. It’s like buying shoes online only to find that they don’t fit well when they arrive. Except it’s far more difficult and riskier to “return” a new job than to return a pair of ill-fitting shoes.

This can happen to anyone. When we ask alumni of the Harvard Business School MBA program what is the fastest they’ve ever gone from taking a job to discovering that it is not the right fit, usually around 30 percent answer less than a month. Another 45 percent say between one month and one year. That means three-quarters of individuals have regretted a job move within a year of making it, even if they suffer through it for a while longer before making another switch.

But our research shows that you can learn before switching. If you understand the four quests for progress, then you can navigate yours to make changes consistent with what you’re really seeking. That means you will more reliably end up in better roles for you. In short, understanding these quests is not just an academic exercise. It’s a practical way to prioritize and play through your career options.

Before we help you begin to identify your quest in Chapter Two, here’s a brief overview of each quest for progress—a framework we explore, deepen, and apply throughout the book to help you decide what you should do next.

Quest #1: Get Out
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Many people who start looking for something new do so because they feel pushed to flee their current situation at work—a classic fight-or-flight response. Perhaps the way they are being managed is wearing them down. Or they feel stuck in a dead-end job and can’t put up with it any longer. Or they’re in way over their heads, without the confidence, desire, or organizational support to acquire the skills and knowledge needed for success. Or seemingly unsurmountable obstacles—such as a negative culture, a role that’s a bad fit, or an awful commute—are preventing them from putting their capabilities to good use. Or there’s an ethical conflict with their boss or colleagues. Individuals who are strongly at odds with their work environment—for whatever reason—tend to feel frustrated, isolated, ignored, and unsupported.

Once they reach their tipping point and decide to switch, their quest is to get out fast. They want to escape to a different place. A place where they’ll fit in better and be more supported by their manager and colleagues. A place where they can better learn and grow and do work that is challenging at the right level for them—not too easy, nor too far out of their comfort zone. For these people, the quest is framed almost entirely as the opposite of their current circumstances.

In our research, we’ve spoken with many professionals who fall into this category, all in their own ways. For example:


	A salesperson who had worked in start-ups his whole career took a position at a large tech firm where he had more administrative support and a much higher base salary than ever before. Almost immediately, though, he felt suffocated by bureaucratic systems, an overly prescriptive sales process, and a lack of say in his performance targets. He was boxed in—and miserable.

	An associate director of admissions at a boarding school who loved her workplace suddenly lost her “seat at the table” when a peer became her boss. As she was assigned more and more dull, thankless work, she became worn out and disheartened, unable to muster the energy to do her core job well or even to seek enrichment through after-hours courses.



Once these situations developed, both individuals left quickly. They decided they couldn’t take it a minute longer than necessary. A telltale sign of the Get Out quest is leaping before looking.

Those on this quest are seeking a hard reset and are willing to make dramatic changes to get it—like moving to a different city, switching fields or industries, or changing their kids’ schools or childcare arrangements. They are inclined to take risks because they have a sense that anything would be better than their current circumstances. They don’t care much about what others think of where they’re headed; they aren’t doing this to receive validation or to impress others with a promotion. An urgent need for change outweighs all that. They want a new job to rescue them from their current one.

Quest #2: Regain Control
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People in this second group often feel overwhelmed—at work, at home, or both. Although they may like what they are doing, their current circumstances make them feel ill-equipped to do it. Having lost control somewhere along the way over how their job makes use of their time or how they do their work, they look to regain it. Even though they may appreciate their work’s purpose or impact, they want to be in a job where they can be more intentional about how it uses them and their time.

That sometimes means they want to rebalance their mix of work and everything else in life. To do so, some search for an employer who will trust them enough to make those time-related choices more flexibly, because their current workplace—whether in-person, virtual, or hybrid—makes it harder rather than easier for them to work effectively. Others simply want a workplace that makes the decisions for them but offers more predictability.

Like those on the first quest who feel stuck and above all else must get out, people who look to regain control often feel stretched in ways they don’t like to be stretched. That could be because of their bosses, colleagues, customers, or the organization’s culture. They also have a nagging sense that their current situation is untenable. Levels of fatigue, stress, uncertainty, or tension are mounting. Another similarity that people wanting to regain control share with those who want to get out is feeling they have “burned out” on the job—like many individuals during the Great Resignation, such as health-care workers and teachers.

Yet there are also key differences between these first two quests. Control seekers aren’t searching for the nearest escape hatch. Rather, they’re mainly looking for flexibility, freedom, and agency over their work environment and how they do their job, as well as ways to better integrate their work with the rest of their personal life and what’s often referred to as the Ds: death, divorce, diapers, diplomas, debt, and so on. They want more time and energy or a more accommodating venue to do the things they care about (and may already be doing at their current job). In short, they want to deliver some or most of what their current job entails, but they don’t feel equipped to deliver all of it because of the way the job is framed or structured or because of the sacrifices required. And they therefore tend to be cautious and risk averse about switching until they find a job that will make them feel both willing and able, whereas many people in the Get Out group are ready to make more trade-offs, accept more unknowns, or even bet the farm to get away.

For example:


	An administrator who had worked in loan collections for many years at various companies found that her latest role was a total grind. She was working from noon to 9 p.m. every weekday, often putting in substantial hours on weekends, and accruing limited vacation time. She had little room for life outside of work and struggled to maintain her personal relationships as a result. In particular, she desired better hours so she could have the time to repair the growing fissures with her significant other.

	A dev-ops programmer at a tech firm enjoyed her job. But when her company replaced her manager with someone who took credit for her contributions, the atmosphere became toxic. She felt helpless, as she had no control over whether her work received its due recognition. She wondered, Why work hard, be stretched thin, and not see enough of her two kids—and stomach an arduous commute—when she received so little in return? After learning that the company had unceremoniously laid off a colleague while he was on vacation, she decided it was time to make a move. No longer would she be at the mercy of the organization’s whims.



Both professionals still liked the work they did but had a strong desire—or experienced strong pressure—to have more control over their time and how they were used. They didn’t jump at the very next opportunity that came their way, however. They stayed put as they weighed their options and made intentional choices. The loan collections administrator eventually switched to a company with more predictable hours, and the dev-ops programmer went to an organization run by women who she felt would honor her choices and contributions more.

Overall, control seekers aren’t particularly worried—at this point in their lives—about gaining skills to advance in their career, hitting certain milestones, or finding more meaningful work. They’re more concerned about imposing order so they can match their investments of time, effort, and skill with their current priorities. To reap that benefit, some are willing to give up prestige or a title or to take a lower salary. But they tend to consider those trade-offs more carefully than those in Quest #1 who want to get out at any cost. That’s in part because the problem is not one of unhappiness but rather of unsustainability. They just can’t keep doing what they’ve been doing without giving up things they value as much or more at this stage of their lives.

Quest #3: Regain Alignment

[image: image]

If you feel like belting out Aretha Franklin’s R & B anthem “Respect” every time you think about your current job, you can relate to the people on this third quest. Most of them feel a profound lack of respect at work. In contrast to the control seekers, their concern is less about how they are managed than about how they and their skill set are valued. They’re often bored in their role and unable to see a place to go or grow in their organization. Because they aren’t being engaged, they don’t feel present at work.

As a result, they are looking for a job where their skills, experience, and expertise at the core of their work identity will be utilized, appreciated, and acknowledged. Then they believe they’ll be able to deliver value in line with what they see as their potential.

Lacking such validation, they tend to have a dark outlook and fixate on the many ways their current job isn’t aligned to their skill set. For instance, they may struggle to find meaning in what they do and believe they’re having little impact on their organization or on the world beyond it. Or they may think the work is beneath them.

Sometimes misalignment occurs when an organization doesn’t sufficiently value the capabilities an individual possesses; perhaps the employer’s focus is simply elsewhere at the moment. As a result, the worker may feel unappreciated or even forgotten. In other cases, misalignment happens when the organization is asking the individual to use capabilities for which the employee doesn’t wish to be known. This is more common than you might think. Our careers and lives have a funny way of changing direction without anyone noticing, at least at first. People often accept roles, project assignments, interim positions, extra tasks, or even side gigs that look attractive or seem like valuable “stretch” opportunities. Before they know it, their trajectory at work has changed drastically. They feel that their career is careening out of control. Although a radical shift can be serendipitous for some, for others it feels more like hydroplaning on a rain-drenched highway. For example, in a former life as a consultant, one of us—Ethan—reluctantly agreed to work on a restructuring project that would involve layoffs when one of his closest mentors asked him to do so as a favor. Fast-forward a couple of years, and he had been staffed on two more of those projects. He was becoming known as the go-to consultant for layoffs and restructuring. This was a capability that he had never wanted to develop, let alone be known for! When a senior partner introduced him to a potential client as a layoff expert, Ethan was exasperated—and knew it was time to regain alignment.

For those seeking to regain alignment in their jobs, changing their fate seems like an uphill battle from where they are now, so they search for a new opportunity.

For example:


	A highly qualified job trainer spent much of her time driving high school students to volunteer jobs where they could gain work experience. She had taken the role to pay off her student loans with the hope she’d eventually get hired as a social worker in the same district. Despite strong performance, she wasn’t offered that opportunity or any other indication that bigger things were in store for her. Bitter, bored, and feeling disrespected, she took a job farther away to put her education to better use.

	A US Army field artillery specialist had switched to an operations role at a hospital because his family needed him to have a more predictable schedule. The work was manageable yet dull. He eventually asked to move back to a job that would better leverage his skills but was told his time at the hospital wouldn’t count toward a promotion in rank. His army career suddenly felt thankless. Where was the recognition for his years of service? Disillusioned, he left the military for an operations job in a private health-care company.



As people look for a place where they can reengage and command respect, they typically gravitate toward work they know they can do well and seek an environment where there’s little risk of being underestimated or misunderstood. That may entail finding a new boss who knows how to value and appreciate them. Or switching jobs just to show their old organization or boss their true market value. Or finding a job that draws on the same skills, expertise, and experience but in service of a larger purpose or a more “core” function in the organization. That way others will recognize the importance of what they bring to the table. Because this quest for realignment isn’t about acquiring new skills, people are often willing to take an incremental step forward or even a lateral step to feel valued and essential to a team, division, or organization. They usually won’t take a step backward, though, or switch career paths entirely, as those desperate to escape might do. Many who seek realignment worry that they’ll have to change jobs again soon if they don’t get the treatment they deserve once they move.

Quest #4: Take the Next Step

[image: image]

Our final group of job switchers consists of people who have reached a personal or professional milestone—such as completing school, getting married, earning a certification, achieving a performance or development goal, or becoming empty nesters. They’re looking to take the next step in their careers. In many cases, that means more professional or management responsibility. Driving these individuals is often a desire to support themselves or others who are depending on them. Sometimes they’re no longer sufficiently challenged in their current role and growing a little restless. In other cases, their role or company has shifted away from what they liked doing. They now want a back-to-the-future transition into a job more like the one they had before the shift.

People on this quest—unlike those looking to get out, regain control, or regain alignment—aren’t necessarily reacting to a bad situation. They aren’t pushed away from their prior job because of a lack of engagement or agency. Rather, they are pulled toward something new because they want even more of both. This quest for progress is more about pursuing growth and less about leaving an unsupportive manager, a stressful or toxic work environment, a struggling company, an unsustainable situation, or some other set of problems. Job switchers in this group want their next move to be a real, positive step forward—in their own eyes and in the eyes of others.

For all those reasons, despite any anxiety they may feel about their skills or capabilities, they are often willing to leap into a stretch role. They may even leave a job they love if they believe a new one will bring the opportunity for growth or increased status.

For example:


	An assistant women’s NCAA basketball coach loved his job, but changes in his personal life led him to take stock of his career. When his serious girlfriend took a new job that required her to move states, it prompted him to take a new job himself: a steadier and more stable government role that offered a clear path to opportunities ahead, which would help him feel secure about starting to build a family.

	A lawyer at a large firm knew he’d prefer working in public service, but he had needed his employer’s generous paternity leave policy to support his growing family. After his third child was born, he and his wife decided they wouldn’t have more kids. That meant it was time to switch to the type of work he was called to do. Most would think of this as a U-turn away from corporate law toward public service. But from his perspective, this was the logical next step for which he had always planned.



Both the coach and the lawyer had reached personal milestones. One was eager to start a family and sought a steadier job with growth potential. The other, having established a family and saved for the future, was ready to swap high pay and great benefits for meaningful work, the next step on his chosen career path. Of course, milestones need not be personal: work milestones—such as seeing a peer get promoted or reaching a work anniversary—can also trigger this quest.

Now What?

When Alex approached us for career guidance, he didn’t know what quest he was on. In fact, his first gut response was that he wasn’t on any of them—that our quests didn’t represent his reality. But that changed as he worked his way through the steps in our process. It takes some time and effort to figure out what kind of progress you want to make at this point in your career. And that can morph as you search because of the things you learn about yourself, the jobs that are available, how your situation changes, and the choices you make as you seek your next job. In other words, you also have some freedom to choose which of these four quests makes the most sense for you now. That kind of agency is a blessing if you have a process to help you make good choices and a curse if you don’t.

To get Alex to a place where he could more deeply
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