
18  ]  The Career Playbook

phase, will offer a useful road map to help you see where 
you are in your career and how you are performing. 
Here are the six phases of a career that I’ve seen, across 
the countless number of people I’ve worked with.

How Employers Value You: Potential and Experience

Your value to your employer changes following a pat-
tern strikingly similar to how physicists describe the 
properties of energy. They refer to potential energy 
(energy at rest) and kinetic energy (energy in mo-
tion). Careers follow similar patterns. As you prepare 
to enter the workforce, you are building up your store 
of potential value—the value you will be able to add 
in the future by exercising your intellectual and in-
terpersonal energies, applying your education and aca-
demic achievements, and bringing your enthusiasm, 
work ethic, and energy to an organization. As you land 
your first few jobs and begin to gain experience, this 
potential is translated into momentum, as you become 
increasingly more valuable on the basis of your profes-
sional expertise, reputation, and track record. Picture 
a kid on a swing, kicking his legs so that he swings 
higher and higher. That is how your career takes off. 

The Six Career Phases 

1. Aspiration Phase
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2. Promise Phase
3. Momentum Phase

4. Harvest Phase
5. Encore Phase

6. Legacy Phase
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The Six Phases of Your Career  [  19

You launch your career with the scale registering 
heavy on potential and light on experience. As you 
move through your career, the scale shifts and the ex-
perience side eventually grows to outweigh the poten-
tial side. The trick is to add to the experience side of 
the equation without emptying the potential side. The 
more you can turn your potential value into valuable 
experiences, which can then be converted into greater 
potential, the more valuable you will become in the ca-
reer market over time.

Now let’s turn to the six phases that most careers 
follow. For the purpose of this book, we are primarily 
interested in the first three phases, as you seek out and 
launch your career, so we’ll spend most of our time on 
those.

Aspiration

This phase, beginning in your college years and con-
tinuing through your first years in the workforce, 

THE SIX PHASES OF YOUR CAREER 
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The Six Phases of Your Career  [  21

valued in every industry: writing, thinking critically, 
listening well, solving problems, and collaborating ef-
fectively with others. And don’t forget to focus atten-
tion on your life outside work. Take the time to build 
meaningful friendships, establish healthy living hab-
its, and partake in activities you enjoy. These skills, 
coupled with the ones you’ll develop at work, are the 
foundation of any successful career and life. If you 
build them now, you’ll be poised for success as you de-
velop more specialized skills later on, starting in the 
Promise Phase.

Promise

The Promise Phase begins with your first or second 
job and lasts through your early promotions and job 
changes. Chronologically, this phase tends to run from 
one or two years after graduation over the next seven to 
ten years of your career. During this stage, your value 
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24  ]  The Career Playbook

frequently than in the past in order to test out the dif-
ferent settings and roles. If you can expect to work in 
fifteen to twenty companies or organizations, you will 
need to count on having multiple starts or restarts. It is 
incumbent on you to figure out the best environments 
and roles in the Promise Phase so you can dig into your 
chosen area and start becoming valued for your track 
record and experience. This is to say that there is one 
other key goal of the Promise Phase—to develop your 
skills in managing your own career.

Momentum

This phase tends to run from your early thirties 
through your early or midforties, when you establish 
your track record and reputation in the marketplace. 
This can be in functions like marketing, finance, sales, 
operations, information technology, or strategy. The 
Momentum Phase is when the value of your experience 

THE SIX PHASES OF YOUR CAREER 
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30  ]  The Career Playbook

	 2.	 Compensation. This includes your salary and 
potential for bonuses, as well as benefits like 
health insurance and 401k plans. It also in-
cludes any equity, options, or long-term incen-
tive compensation.

	 3.	 Lifestyle. This has to do with how the job fits 
into your life—or how your life fits into the 
job. How long are the working hours? Is the 
organization located in a city where you would 
enjoy living? What is the commute like? How 
much control do you have over your schedule? 
How much travel is involved? How intense are 
the deadlines and crunch times?

You Can Have It All Eventually . . . Just Not  
Necessarily Now

The good news is that you can achieve high marks in 
all three areas; the bad news is that you can’t necessar-
ily have them all now, in the early stages of your career. 
Job satisfaction, money, and lifestyle are almost always 
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at odds with one another, and this is especially true as 
you start your career. Sometimes you’ll need to work 
long hours for a job that pays well. And you may reach 
a point where you feel you’ve had to “sell out” on your 
dreams in order to make a lot of money. Or perhaps you 
found a job that pays decently and gives you control 
over your schedule, but the job itself is drudgery, or at 
least is unexciting.

Trade-offs are often a necessary evil. But the more 
you consciously think about each of the three factors 
and decide what is most important to you, the better 
you will weather each career phase and make the right 
decisions about your future.

The Career Triangle Through the Different Phases

Your Career Triangle changes shape over time, de-
pending on where you are in your professional develop-
ment. Let’s take a look at how the triangle might look 
in the Aspiration Phase.
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record of high-quality work in those areas of interest. 
Since the most important task in this phase is to be-
come known as an outstanding contributor, you need to 
outwork your colleagues and competitors, often at the 
expense of your lifestyle.

The Momentum Phase is when most people ap-
proach their peak financial value as a professional. In 
the Momentum Phase, it is both logical and appropri-
ate to seek to maximize your current and long-term 
compensation. You are likely to be raising a family, 
so living in a place with good schools is paramount. 
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In the early years of your career, you’re focused on 
exploration, self-discovery, and the process of learning 
new skills. Because of this, there is no point in hop-
ing to maximize your income or impact on the com-
pany. Of course you want to be challenged in your job, 
but you know that many of the tasks you’ll work on 
in this phase are things that simply need to get done. 
Your work will be far less strategic than what the most 
senior people are working on, and it may well be less 
intellectually stimulating than your most recent aca-
demic studies. You can also expect your compensation 
to be the lowest in this phase. Money is never unim-
portant, but it may be less important in the Aspiration 
Phase than it is later on.

The good news is that, in most entry-level positions, 
your work hours will be less intense than they are at 
later points in your career. (Of course there are excep-
tions, such as consulting, investment banking, law 
practice, and medical school.) You may also have more 
flexibility in terms of where you are willing to live. 
You may end up working in a major city like New York 
or Los Angeles. But don’t be afraid to look for opportu-
nities elsewhere, in a medium-size city or even in a for-
eign or emerging market, where the opportunities may 
be more plentiful and you can develop experiences that 
set you apart.

As most people move into the Promise Phase, the 
Career Triangle takes on a different shape, with job 
satisfaction and compensation overtaking lifestyle in 
terms of importance. Remember, the goal of this stage 
is to figure out your interests and what you’re really 
good at and then to spend your time building a track 
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record of high-quality work in those areas of interest. 
Since the most important task in this phase is to be-
come known as an outstanding contributor, you need to 
outwork your colleagues and competitors, often at the 
expense of your lifestyle.

The Momentum Phase is when most people ap-
proach their peak financial value as a professional. In 
the Momentum Phase, it is both logical and appropri-
ate to seek to maximize your current and long-term 
compensation. You are likely to be raising a family, 
so living in a place with good schools is paramount. 

The Career Playbook/art 008 Crown Publishing  rev 1/12/15

Compensation

Job Satisfaction

MOMENTUM PHASE

Lifestyle

In the early years of your career, you’re focused on 
exploration, self-discovery, and the process of learning 
new skills. Because of this, there is no point in hop-
ing to maximize your income or impact on the com-
pany. Of course you want to be challenged in your job, 
but you know that many of the tasks you’ll work on 
in this phase are things that simply need to get done. 
Your work will be far less strategic than what the most 
senior people are working on, and it may well be less 
intellectually stimulating than your most recent aca-
demic studies. You can also expect your compensation 
to be the lowest in this phase. Money is never unim-
portant, but it may be less important in the Aspiration 
Phase than it is later on.

The good news is that, in most entry-level positions, 
your work hours will be less intense than they are at 
later points in your career. (Of course there are excep-
tions, such as consulting, investment banking, law 
practice, and medical school.) You may also have more 
flexibility in terms of where you are willing to live. 
You may end up working in a major city like New York 
or Los Angeles. But don’t be afraid to look for opportu-
nities elsewhere, in a medium-size city or even in a for-
eign or emerging market, where the opportunities may 
be more plentiful and you can develop experiences that 
set you apart.

As most people move into the Promise Phase, the 
Career Triangle takes on a different shape, with job 
satisfaction and compensation overtaking lifestyle in 
terms of importance. Remember, the goal of this stage 
is to figure out your interests and what you’re really 
good at and then to spend your time building a track 

The Career Playbook/art 007 Crown Publishing

PROMISE PHASE

Compensation

Job Satisfaction

Lifestyle

Citr_9780553446968_3p_all_r1.indd   33 2/24/15   10:30 AM



44  ]  The Career Playbook

terviews, is the quality of your relationships. One hun-
dred percent of the business leaders and 97 percent of 
the young professionals ranked relationships above 
their health, their personal impact, and their compen-
sation in importance. It is imperative, consequently, to 
develop a relationship mind-set.
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I reached out to an alum of my
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20%
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62  ]  The Career Playbook

going to find to do this job? And will they be interested 
once I find them?” If you happen to be a fit for the job 
in question, you can approach the conversation with 
confidence, because you can be the solution to that per-
son’s problem.

The Career Playbook/art 012 Crown Publishing  rev 1/12/15, 1/31/15, 2/5/15

Company
Location

Size

Etsy
Brooklyn, NY
600 employees, $1.35 BN gross sales

Industry
Sector

Websites www.etsy.com
www.etsy.com/careers/
www.etsy.com/careers/job/oGqAZfwp

Consumer Internet

Uncle Jeff
jeffsmith@gmail.com
knows the VP HR, Ann Mason (LinkedIn contact)

Job Postings Quantitative User Experience Researcher
(Posted April 11 by Jane Chan, Technical
Recruiter at Etsy)

Digital Marketing Specialist
(Posted March 30)

Connections

Status Applied for Quantitative User Experience
Researcher posting on April 22

Scheduled to have telephone interview May 2

Asked Uncle Jeff for intro to VP HR for
informational conversation and/or support for
getting the Digital Marketing Specialist interview      

Scheduled to meet Natalie for coffee— April 30

Buy and sell something on Etsy

Read articles and watch CEO Chad Dickerson
YouTube video

May 2 phone interview

Send cover letter and resumé for Digital
Marketing Specialist

Next Steps
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parent is likely to advise you that the organization is 
more important than the job. And more than three-
quarters of the top leaders we surveyed advised that 
the right company or organization is most important 
for young professionals starting out in their careers.

If this chart were to be turned into a dialogue, it 
might go something like this:

	 •	 Business Leader (or Parent): Just get your foot 
in the door at a respected company, and opportu-
nities will open up.

	 •	 Young Professional: But I want to be in a place 
where I can have a big impact—and I’m con-
cerned that if I don’t start in the right job, I may 
find myself in a dead end.

The Career Playbook/art 015 Crown Publishing rev 1/31/15

 WHAT IS MORE IMPORTANT?

 Starting at the right company? Or in the right job?
A comparison of young professionals and business leaders.
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116  ]  The Career Playbook

This is a challenging dilemma, especially since it’s 
impossible to peer ahead into the future and find out 
for sure whether you will enjoy a job, or whether the 
position will lead to something more. But there’s an ad-
ditional layer to our survey data that may help frame 
your thinking on the question.

More than half of the young professionals who 
chose the company over the job indicated that they 
were “happy” or “extremely happy.” By contrast, only 
one-third of the young professionals who said that get-
ting the right job was most important reported that 
they were either happy or extremely happy. While I 
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The Single Biggest Contributor to Job Satisfaction

Over the last twenty years, Gallup has conducted mil-
lions of workplace surveys, covering just about every 
aspect of professional life. One of their most important 
and actionable findings is that employees’ job satisfac-
tion is the single biggest determinant of how effective 
they will be in their role. It is also one of the most 
important contributors to their happiness outside of 
work.

But here’s where the findings are surprising. Ac-
cording to Gallup’s research, job satisfaction can be 
boiled down to one single question:

Do you have someone you consider a best friend 
at work?

If you can answer “yes” to this question, chances 
are you are happy with your job—the reason being 
that the conditions for forming genuine friendships 
are the same conditions that make people enjoy work-
ing for an organization: an office environment of trust 
and support, coworkers who are pleasing to be around, 
a workplace where you can feel at home, and the op-
portunity to form relationships there that nourish you.

So when it comes to deciding what job to accept, 
here are three questions that you might ask:

	 •	 Do I like and respect the people I would be work-
ing with on a daily basis?

	 •	 Is the environment and culture one in which I 
can truly be myself?

The Career Playbook/art 017 Crown Publishing  rev 1/12/15, 1/31/15

FACTORS TO CONSIDER
When an aspiring young professional is deciding about choosing

a job, to what extent should the following factors play a role?
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workplace needs to be a treacherous place, in which the 
higher you climb in your career the more cutthroat you 
must become.

Contrary to what you may believe, most highly suc-
cessful business leaders are not overly self-centered 
people. In my research and professional experience, the 
most successful top executives spend as much time 
thinking about the success of their company and their 
direct reports as they spend thinking about their own 
success. Here’s a snapshot from one part of our research. 
We asked young professionals and top business leaders: 
Do you spend more time and energy thinking about your 
own success or about the success of those around you? 
Here’s how they answered:

The majority of young professionals self-report that 
they spend more time and energy thinking about their 
own success. At the same time, they estimate that top 

Top Business
Leaders

Spend more time thinking about the success of
those around them

Spend more time thinking about their own success

Young
Professionals

How Young Professionals
Perceive Top Business Leaders
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12

YOU’RE A KNIGHT, NOT A BISHOP (OR, 
HOW TO MOVE FROM JOB TO JOB)

The notion that careers progress upward in a straight 
line, with people getting promoted steadily into posi-
tions of increasing responsibility, is a false picture of 
how things usually work. And the notion is counter-
productive as well. In your career, you often will need 
to move laterally in order to move forward, and some-
times you will need to make a decision that causes you 
to feel like you’re moving in reverse.

In other words, if your career were a game of chess, 
you would be a knight, not a bishop.

The straight, predictable path of the bishop is ap-
pealing, but your career is more likely to follow the 
zigzag path of the knight. The goal of this chapter is 
to explore how you can move from job to job—whether 
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What Makes a Good Mentor?

“There are two people I consider to be my mentors, in-

sofar as they have always made themselves available 

to me for any important professional or even personal 

issue. They were the first women in my chosen field 

who I ever met and thought, ‘That is the kind of person 

I want to be.’ That’s not easy to find when you’re twenty 

years old and someone in their thirties might as well be 

one hundred.”

—ALEX,  TWENTY- SEVEN

We also asked thousands of young professionals about 
their experience with mentorship. On the basis of our 
results, the quality of young people’s mentorship expe-
riences varies widely:

Young Professionals: Do you have a mentor? Frequency (%)

Yes, and he/she is very helpful 46%

Yes, but he/she doesn’t really do much 15%

No, I don’t have a mentor 39%

These results underscore an important point: It 
can be tricky to cultivate an effective mentor relation-
ship. If you are too direct about asking for mentorship, 
you may be rebuffed and become discouraged. Or you 
may find that your mentor is eager to help but doesn’t 
answer your questions in a way that gives you steps 
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for action. Or perhaps you just haven’t found someone 
you connect with. Whatever the reason, it is worth-
while to overcome these obstacles and work hard to 
find a mentor who can help you move forward in your 
career.

What becomes clear from our research is that young 
professionals and business leaders agree as to what con-
stitutes an effective mentor relationship. It is all about 
honest feedback, accessibility, encouragement, and sup-
port for professional and personal goals.

Qualities/Attributes* Young Professionals Business Leaders

Mentor provides 
honest and 
constructive feedback 
(Mentee is receptive 
to honest feedback)

97% 97%

Mentor is accessible 
and available 
(Mentee is responsive 
and available)

92% 69%

Mentor is 
encouraging and 
motivational (Mentee 
is upbeat and 
enthusiastic)

90% 89%

Mentor provides 
valuable 
introductions 
(Mentee follows 
up on valuable 
introductions)

80% 94%
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188  ]  The Career Playbook

Mentor is well 
respected and well 
known by your other 
colleagues (Mentee is 
highly regarded in the 
organization)

70% 63%

Mentor values 
learning from you 
(Mentee enables you 
to learn from them)

66% 71%

Mentor/mentee meets 
with you in person on 
a regular basis

60% 51%

Mentor/mentee 
shares personal 
interests

58% 23%

*“Strongly agreed” or “agreed” as to what qualities/attributes are important in 
a mentor/mentee.

Malcolm Gladwell, who mentors a number of up-
coming writers, says his goal as a mentor is to be a 
source of encouragement. “I remind them that a lot of 
things they think are unattainable are actually attain-
able. To aspiring writers I say, The New Yorker is writ-
ten by people like you. They may have gotten a break 
along the way or worked harder, but it’s more a matter 
of your own energy, creativity, attitude, than anything 
else. My goal is to demystify all the worlds that I’m in 
that other people want to get into.”

Our survey results also indicate that mentorship 
ideally is a two-way relationship. Mentors receive both 
tangible and important psychic benefits from the re-
lationship. On the tangible side, your mentor wants to 
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190  ]  The Career Playbook

Cultivating a Mentor/
Mentee Relationship

Young  
Professionals

Business  
Leaders

Yes No Yes No

The relationship 
developed naturally 
over time

75% 25% 95% 5%

Mentee worked hard to 
get advice

52% 48% 18% 82%

Mentee thanked mentor 
for spending time and 
then one thing led to 
another

50% 50% 79% 21%

This person was 
assigned to me at work

25% 75% 24% 76%

The most sure-fire way to fail in cultivating a 
mentor is to ask someone, literally, “Will you be my 
mentor?” In most cases, it’s not wise to force the re-
lationship or put a label on it. When Sheryl Sandberg 
gives a speech or meets with a large gathering of peo-
ple, often someone will come up to her afterward and 
ask her to be their mentor. It’s “a total mood killer,” she 
says. “While flattering, the interaction is awkward.”

A better approach is to capture a prospective mentor’s 
attention after having carefully considered how to ap-
proach him or her with a specific question or topic of con-
versation. “I have seen lower-level employees nimbly grab 
a moment after a meeting or in the hall to ask advice from 
a respected and busy senior person,” Sheryl says. “The 
exchange is casual and quick. After taking that advice, 
the would-be mentee follows up to offer thanks and then 
uses that opportunity to ask for more guidance. Without 
even realizing it, the senior person becomes involved and 
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196  ]  The Career Playbook

The Relationship Between Success and Happiness

Many people believe that the greater your career suc-
cess, the greater your happiness. Others might not 
agree with this statement outright, but they neverthe-
less organize their lives so that most of their time and 
energy is spent pursuing success. In this paradigm, the 
relationship between success and happiness is captured 
by an upwardly sloping curve.

It’s certainly true that career success often leads to 
happiness and a sense of fulfillment—but the relation-
ship is not as straightforward as many people think. 
Research shows that after a certain level of professional 
success, obtaining more money, power, and prestige re-
sults in diminishing returns in terms of your happiness.

The true relationship between success and happi-
ness can be better expressed by an inverted U-curve. 
Beyond a certain baseline level of material success, 
happiness falls as your level of success rises.

Why is this often the case? The greater your suc-
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cess, the more responsibilities you have, and the more 
things there are that will vie for your attention. You’ll 
be managing people who have their own hopes and 
dreams. You’ll have to attend more meetings and have 
less time for yourself. You’ll have investments to man-
age, and you’ll probably have a spouse and kids who 
will need your attention when you come home from 
a stressful day at the office. These, of course, are all 
good things in themselves—but they do make your life 
more complicated.

Because of this, it is worth asking two questions 
about the relationship between success and happiness. 
The first has to do with causality. Does success lead to 
happiness, or does happiness lead to success? Which is 
the chicken and which is the egg? Unless you stop to 
really think about it, the tendency is to act as if success 
were the independent variable that will bring you the 
dependent variable: happiness.

But causality may well run in the other direction. 
Ted Leonsis certainly came to think so when his plane 
almost crashed to the ground. Ever since his near-death 
experience, Ted has built his life and career on the 
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