
The “Outsight” Principle

3

new and then observe the results—how it feels to us, how others 
around�us�react—and�only�later�reflect�on�and�perhaps�internal-
ize what our experience taught us. In other words, we act like a 
leader and then think like a leader (thus the title of the book).

how leaders really Become leaders

Throughout my entire career as a researcher, an author, an educator, 
and an adviser, I have examined how people navigate important tran-
sitions at work. I have written numerous Harvard Business Review 
articles on leadership and career transitions (along with Working 
Identity, a book on the same topic). Interestingly, most of what I’ve 
learned about transitions goes against conventional wisdom.

The fallacy of changing from the inside out persists because of 
the way leadership is traditionally studied. Researchers all too often 
identify high-performing leaders, innovative leaders, or authentic 
leaders and then set out to study who these leaders are or what they 
do. Inevitably, the researchers discover that  effective leaders are 
highly self-aware, purpose-driven, and authentic. But with little in-
sight on how the leaders became that way, the research falls short 
of providing realistic guidance for our own personal journeys.

Figure 1-1

Becoming a leader: the traditional sequence (think, then act) 
versus the way it really works (act, then think)

Act

Change
what you do

Think

Change the
way you

think

Traditional model

The way it really works
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watch under the proverbial streetlamp when the answers to new 
problems demand greater outsight—the fresh, external perspec-
tive we get when we do different things. The great social psycholo-
gist Karl Weick put it very succinctly: “How can I know who I am 
until I see what I do?”8

lost in transition

To help put this idea of outsight into perspective, let’s return to Jacob, 
the production manager of a food manufacturer. After a private in-
vestor�bought�out�his�company,�Jacob’s�first�priority�was�to�guide�
one of his operations through a major upgrade of the manufactur-
ing�process.�But�with�the�constant�firefighting�and�cross-functional�
conflicts�at�the�factories,�he�had�little�time�to�think�about�important�
strategic issues like how to best continue expanding the business.

Jacob attributed his thus-far stellar results to his hands-on and 
demanding style. But after a devastating 360-degree feedback 
report, he became painfully aware that his direct reports were 
tired of his constant micromanagement (and bad temper) and that 
his�boss�expected�him�to�collaborate�more,�and�fight�less,�with�his�
peers in the other disciplines, and that he was often the last to 
know about the future initiatives his company was considering.

Although Jacob’s job title had not changed since the buyout, 
what was now expected of him had changed by quite a bit. Jacob 
had come into the role with an established track record of  turning 

TaBle 1-1

The difference between insight and outsight

insight Outsight

•  Internal knowledge
•  Past experience
•  Thinking

•  External knowledge
•  New experience
•  Acting
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of ambiguity about the timing of the transition was the case for 
Jacob. Figure 1-2, prepared from a 2013 survey of my  executive 
program alumni, shows how managerial jobs have changed be-
tween 2011 and 2013.

The changes in managerial responsibilities are not trivial 
and require commensurate adjustment. Yet among the people 
who reported major changes in what was expected of them, only 
47  percent had been promoted in the two years preceding the 
survey. The rest were nevertheless expected to step up to a sig-
nificantly�bigger�leadership�role�while�still�sitting�in�the�same�jobs�
and holding the same titles, like Jacob. This need to step up to 
leadership�with� little�specific�outside�recognition�or�guidance� is�
what I call the do-it-yourself transition.

Figure 1-2

How managers’ jobs are changing, from 2011 to 2013

The percentage of respondents saying these are the responsibilities that have changed 
over the past two years

Different stakeholders to manage

Increase in cross-functional responsibilities

Significant change in your business environment

Increase in multinational scope of the job

30% or more increase in number of people reporting to you

Shift to one or more new functions

30% or more increase in your P&L

Start-up of a new business or market

22%

30%

41%

56%

53%

49%

42%

40%

Source: Author’s survey of 173 INSEAD executive program alumni, conducted in October 2013.
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I adapted my course accordingly, in light of all these inputs. In 
2013, I conducted a survey of my alumni to learn more about how 
their jobs were changing, what leadership competencies the lead-
ers thought were necessary, what was helping them to step up, and 
what they still found hard. The result is this book about outsight 
and how we can increase our outsight to become better leaders.

how outsight works

The stepping-up guidelines detailed in this book are based on 
three critical sources of outsight. First is the kind of work you 
do. Second, new roles and activities put you in contact with new 
and different people who see the world differently than you do. 
Rethinking yourself comes last in this framework, because you 

Figure 1-3

The outsight principle: becoming a leader, from the outside in
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moving away from implementing directives that are handed down 
from above to making decisions under conditions of uncertainty or 
ambiguity about how the business will evolve. All of these shifts 
depend on us to change our priorities and points of view about what 
matters most. Only then do we actually start changing the way we 
allocate our time. The only place to begin is by moving away from 
the comfort and urgency of the old daily routine.
Chapter�2�further�develops�the�idea�of�redefining�your� job�as�

the�first�step�to�increasing�your�outsight.�It�argues�that�the�place�
to start stepping up to leadership is changing the scope of your 
“day job” away from the technical and operational demands that 
currently consume you in favor of more strategic concerns. Priori-
tizing activities that make you more attuned to your environment 
outside�your�group�and�firm,�grabbing�opportunities�to�work�on�
projects outside your main area of expertise, expanding your pro-
fessional contributions from the outside in, and maintaining slack 

Figure 1-4

The most important leadership competencies

The percentage of respondents saying these leadership abilities are important or 
 extremely important to being effective today

Collaborating across organizational units and functions

Inspiring and motivating others

Getting buy-in/support for my ideas from others

Providing strategic direction

Making decisions under conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity

Influencing without authority

97%

92%

90%

86%

85%

85%

Source: Author’s survey of 173 INSEAD executive program alumni, conducted in October 2013.
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creating a network from which you can learn as much as, if not 
more than, you can from your boss.

Chapter 3 shows how much good leadership depends on having 
the right network of professional relationships. It discusses how 
to branch out beyond the strong and comforting ties of friends 
and colleagues to connect to people who can help you see your 
work and yourself in a different light. Even if you don’t yet value 
networking activities, are swamped with more immediate job 
demands, and suspect anyhow that networking is mostly self- 
serving manipulation, a few simple steps will demonstrate why 
you can’t afford not to build connective advantage.

Be More Playful with Your Self 

To really change what he does and the network he relies on to do 
it, Jacob would have to play around a bit with his own ideas about 
himself. Both the scope of his job and the nature of his working 

Figure 1-5

expand your network out and across: help for becoming a more 
 effective leader

Looking outside: the percentage of respondents rating each of the following helpful to 
extremely helpful in becoming a more effective leader

External training

Support from friends and family

My peers or external networks

My boss or predecessor’s guidance or feedback

A mentor or role model

88%

62%

57%

56%

51%

Source: Author’s survey of 173 INSEAD executive program alumni, conducted in October 2013.
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Between realizing that you’re in a do-it-yourself transition and 
actually� experiencing� the� accumulated� benefits� of� the� new� out-
sights you’re getting lies a stepping-up process that is less linear 
than what you would expect. The transition involved is rarely 
the upward and onward progression you’d like; nor does it tend to 
unfold according to any theoretical logic. The transition moves for-
ward and then falls backward repeatedly, but at some point, if you 
learn enough along the way, the transition sustains its momentum.

self-assessment:  
is Your Work environment telling 
You it’s time to Change?

 Yes no

  1.  My industry has changed a lot over  

the past few years.  ______  ______

  2.  My company’s top leadership has  

changed.  ______  ______

  3.  My company has grown or reduced  

significantly in size  recently.  ______  ______

  4.  We are undergoing a major change  

effort.  ______  ______

  5.  We have new competitors we did not  

have a few years ago.  ______  ______

  6.  Technology is changing how we do  

business.  ______  ______

  7.  I need to interact with more  

stakeholders to do my job.  ______  ______

BK-HBP-IBARRA-140472.indb   20 11/20/2014   5:32:35 PM



The “Outsight” Principle

21

 Yes no

  8.  I have been in the same job for  

more than two years.  ______  ______

  9.  I have been sent for leadership  

training.  ______  ______

  10.  Our business is becoming much  

more international.  ______  ______

total score

Assess whether your work environment  is  telling you  it’s  time  to 

change by totaling the number of “yes” responses:

 8–10   Your environment is changing dramatically, and 

your leadership must change accordingly.

 4–7   Your environment is changing in important ways, 

and with it, the expectations for you to step up to 

leadership are growing.

 3 or below   Your environment is experiencing moderate 

shifts; prepare for changing expectations of  

you.

Most of the leadership books written for people who want to get 
from A to B simply tell you what B is: what great leadership looks 
like. Or, they tell you how to identify a good B for you and then how to 
measure the gap between your current A and that B. Then they give 
you�a�few�simple�tactics�that�supposedly�will�help�you�fill�the�gap.�
Few of the books guide you through the complications in between.

The complex step-up process is the subject of chapter 5. Describ-
ing the predictable sequence of stages that change the way you 
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instead. She just knew that she was limiting her contribution by 
merely responding to the many client requests getting pushed 
down to her level without stopping to consider how the pieces fell 
together or how to prioritize directives coming down the line. But 
she didn’t dare stop, because everyone around her was continuing 
to push on the operational front.

What does it mean to take a more strategic approach to our 
jobs? Boiled down to its essence, strategy entails knowing what to 
do among the many things competing for our attention, how to get 
it done, and why. Unfortunately, the way most of us do our work 
leaves little room for this kind of strategic thinking.

Consider your typical work routine. For most of the managers 
I meet, the day usually begins with a quick check of the most 
urgent emails, followed by a round of long, routine, and often 

Figure 2-1

increasing your outsight by redefining your job
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career: you work on things you like and think are important. It 
is a problem. It can seem disrespectful. Do I want to work on it?  
I should but probably never will.”

It was much the same for Jeff, who found himself solving other 
people’s problems over and over again. When his managers failed to 
build relationships with key clients, Jeff stepped in. When accounts 
were not settled, he rushed to the rescue. Instead of working 
through his team, he was working for them. “I can’t sit still if I see 
a�problem�that�could�have�real�financial�consequences,”�Jeff�would�
say. “I need to hammer away at it until things get done correctly.”

His direct reports teased him for this: they made him a “Jeff ’s 
hierarchy of needs” diagram, based on Abraham Maslow’s famous 
pyramid�(figure�2-2).4 Below the bottom rung (physiological needs), 

Figure 2-2

Jeff’s “hierarchy of needs” pyramid 

Pursue inner talent,
creativity, fulfillment

SELF-ESTEEM

Achievement, mastery,
recognition, respect

BELONGING, LOVE

Friends, family, spouse, lover

SAFETY

Security, stability, freedom from fear

PHYSIOLOGICAL

Food, water, shelter, warmth

Solving problems

SELF-
ACTUALIZATION
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creating a buzz. It’s much more important than presentations. If 
it works well, you create a demand for the information—they come 
to you to ask for more.”9

Another good example is Jack Klues, former CEO of Vivaki, the 
media-buying arm of Publicis Groupe. Publicis had consolidated 
many separate media operations to increase its purchasing power 
with the likes of Google and Yahoo and to consolidate expertise in 
digital advertising. The job entailed weaving together disparate 
talents to exploit the new economies of scale. Klues described his 
role: “I’ve always thought my job was to be a ‘connector.’ I see myself 
as connecting interesting and smart pieces in new and different 
ways . . . I was the one person about whom the other twenty media 
directors could say: ‘Yeah, we’ll work for him.’ And I think they all 
thought they were smarter than me in their particular areas, and 
they were probably right. But the job was about bringing the parts 
together. I didn’t get the job, because I knew something they didn’t 
know, and that something became the Holy Grail.”10

Table 2-1 outlines two contrasting roles team leaders play. 
When you play a hub role, your team and customers are at the 
center of your work; when you play a bridge role, as Cox did, you 
work to link your team to the rest of the relevant world. Both roles 

TaBle 2-1

are you a hub or a bridge?

Hub roles Bridge roles

•  Set goals for the team
•  Assign roles to your people 
•  Assign tasks
•  Monitor progress toward goals
•   Manage team member performance; 
conduct performance evaluations

•  Hold meetings to coordinate work
•   Create a good climate inside the team

•   Align team goals with organizational 
priorities

•   Funnel critical information and resources 
into the team to ensure progress toward 
goals

•   Get the support of key allies outside the 
team

•   Enhance the external visibility and repu-
tation of the team

•   Get recognition for good performers and 
place them in great next assignments
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and performance indicators to shaping a common understanding 
of the organization’s present environment and its desired future 
direction. When an empowered front line is in constant contact 
with customers and suppliers, and these same customers and 
suppliers increasingly participate in the innovation process, vision 
and strategy are no longer the exclusive purview of the CEO. Fast-
cycle response and coordination depends on the layers of strategists 
beneath�the�C-suite.�But�we’ll�never�figure�out�vision�and�strategy�
if�we�remain�shut�up�in�our�offices,�as�Jacob�tried�to�do.

Engage, Then Lead

No matter how much strategic foresight you might have and 
how compelling your ideas, if no one else buys in, not much 
happens. Nor do people buy in for abstract, theoretical reasons; 

Figure 2-3

Mind the gap: 360-degree assessment of leadership competencies
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Note: Table based on a sample of 427 executive education participants and their 3,626 observers. “Envi-
sioning the Future,” one of the two competencies (along with “Empowering”) with the lowest scores and 
largest gap between the self-assessment and observer scores, as compared with other competencies 
such as “Designing and Aligning” and “Outside Orientation.”
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it without passing through the necessary phase of showing what 
their initiative looks like and what its desirable results may be. 
The�sidebar� “A�Tale�of�Two�Chief�Diversity�Officers”�shows�the�
drastically different outcomes that can result when leaders either 
engage their people or fail to do so.

TaBle 2-2

Steps and styles in leading change

Key steps in leading changea

Stylistic choices that influence the 
change process

•  Create urgency
•  Form a guiding coalition
•  Craft a vision
•  Communicate the vision
•  Empower others to act on it
•  Secure short-term wins
•   Embed the change in the organization’s 
systems and processes 

•  Where do I get my information?
•  How much do I involve others? 
•  What people do I involve?
•  How many?  
•  How will I sell my ideas?
•  What should my role be? 
•  How fast should we go?

a. See John Kotter, “Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review 73, no. 2 (1995): 
59–67, for a classic treatment of key steps in leading change.

a tale of two Chief Diversity officers

Probably one of the hardest leadership transitions is the move from 

a line job with a clear time horizon and financial results to a support 

role in which the job is to influence those with bottom-line respon-

sibility. It’s even harder if the support job involves something that 

many managers espouse but that is actually at the bottom of their 

list of priorities, like diversity. That’s the situation faced by new di-

versity officers—the people charged with putting in place a system 

to help the organization become more diverse and inclusive—and 

the situation is often made worse if they are novices to the subject. 

That’s also why many companies have implemented diversity ini-

tiatives without seeing much by way of results.
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of people who control your next job or assignment and who form 
their opinion of your potential partly on who knows you and what 
they say about you. In short, your network is a crucial source of 
outsight on your job—and everything else to which you aspire 
(figure�3-1).

But just because a person knows that a network is important 
to�her�success,�it�doesn’t�mean�she�is�devoting�sufficient�time�and�
energy to making it useful and strong. In fact, few of us do. I know 
because�I�ask�a�second�question:�On�a�scale�of�one� to�five,�how�
would you rate the quality of your current network? 
My�guess�is�that�your�second�number�is�lower�than�your�first.�

On average, my executive students answer this question in the 
twos and threes. Most admit that even by their own standards, 
their networks of connections leave much to be desired.

Figure 3-1

increasing your outsight by networking across and out

BK-HBP-IBARRA-140472.indb   72 11/20/2014   5:32:42 PM



Network Across and Out

85

Most of the people I come across have good operational 
networks. These networks include the people on whom you depend 
in order to get your work done. The people include your direct 
reports, your superiors, people in other units, and key outsiders 
such as suppliers, distributors, and customers. The composition 
of your networks is largely determined by your immediate job 
needs and routine, short-term demands. Of course, it is up to you 
to deepen, develop, and prioritize the relationships that are most 
important for you. But you have little discretion in the composition 
of operational networks, because these tend to be prescribed by 
the job and organizational structure. A good operational network 
gives you reliability. But it’s unlikely to deliver value beyond 
helping you accomplish functional objectives and assigned tasks. 
The network won’t help you ask the strategic and future-focused 
question “What should we be doing instead?”

Most people also have personal networks of varying diversity 
and breadth. Here you have lots of discretion about who’s in. 
Personal networks include relationships with the people that you 
feel closest to—friends, family, and trusted advisers—and the 

TaBle 3-1

Difference between operational, personal, and strategic 
 networks

Operational network Personal network Strategic network

Purpose Manage today’s work; 
get things done 
 efficiently 

Grow personally and 
professionally; enjoy 
and develop yourself

Lead: understand your 
context, generate stra-
tegic ideas, and get 
support for them

location and 
time frame 

Mostly internal; short-
term focus

Mostly external; short- 
and medium-term 
focus

Both internal and 
external; medium- and 
long-term focus 

Key relation-
ships

Nondiscretionary; key 
contacts are mostly 
prescribed by the task 
and organizational 
structure 

Discretionary; key 
contacts are driven 
by current interests 
and immediate career 
priorities

Some discretion but 
strategic relevance 
matters; key contacts 
are defined by the 
industry and organiza-
tional environment
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Figure 3-2

Network diversity: external focus
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Figure 3-3

Network diversity: across levels

COMPOSITION OF YOUR NETWORK
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Start with person 1, and run along the top row checking if per-

son 1 knows persons 2, 3, 4, and so on. Then go to person 2, and 

do the same until you have considered all the people on your list.

10

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

98765432

Now,  compute  the  density  of  your  network  following  these 

steps:

1. Count the total number of people on your list (the maximum is 

10), and write it down here: _____________

2. Take that number, and multiply it by the number minus 1. Then 

divide the result by 2, and write it down here: __________

3. Count the total number of checkmarks on your grid (i.e., the 

number of links that exist between the various people on your 

list), and write that number here: __________

4. Take the number you obtained in step 3, and divide it by the 

number you got in step 2. This is the density of your network. 

Write it here: __________ 

The  lower  your  network’s  density  score,  the  less  inbred  your 

network (note that lower isn’t necessarily better because too low a 

density, as I explain below, can be problematic too).
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This chapter shows how authenticity is misunderstood and 
highly overrated when it comes to making the transition to new 
and unfamiliar roles. Because doing things that don’t come natu-
rally can make you feel like an impostor, authenticity easily be-
comes an excuse for staying in your comfort zone. The trick is to 
work toward a future version of your authentic self by doing just 
the opposite: stretching way outside the boundaries of who you 
are�today�(figure�4-1).�This�chapter�shows�you�how.

too Much Myself

When�I�first�started�teaching�MBA�students�at�Harvard,�I�was�
a dismal failure. I was young and had no business experience.  
Although I was a reasonable presenter, I hadn’t yet learned the 
craft of leading a highly interactive yet structured discussion that 

Figure 4-1

increasing your outsight by rediscovering your self
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to “fake it till we become it,” as my Harvard Business School 
 colleague Amy Cuddy puts it.16

Whichever�of�these�four�ways�we�define�authenticity,�chances�are�
that it will get in our way as we step up to leadership (table 4-1). As 
we’ll see below, the stepping-up process demands that we stretch 
way outside our identity comfort zone at the same time that it evokes 
strong� identity� self-protection� reflexes:�when�we� feel�under� threat�
because we are not sure if we will measure up, can perform, or be 
evaluated positively or even if all the effort is worth it, that’s when 
we most want to stay true to our familiar selves.17

when leading Makes you Feel like a Fake

The situations in which we most stand to learn are also those 
that most challenge our sense of self. That’s why stepping up to 
leadership makes so many of us feel as if we’re faced with a choice 
between being a failure or a fake.

TaBle 4-1

How various definitions of authenticity can present hurdles to 
leadership

Definition of authenticity The problem the definition poses

Being true to oneself We act and think differently when we play 
different roles; we don’t know how to think 
and act when we take on a new role.

Behavior that expresses “who one is”; the 
sincerity and transparency of an act and its 
ability to come off as natural and effortless

We lose credibility if we disclose every-
thing we think and feel, especially when 
we are unproven.

Acting with integrity; making moral, value-
based choices concerning one’s actions 
rather than accepting socially imposed 
values and actions

People don’t necessarily know or share 
our values, and our current values are 
anchored in what we have done in the 
past.

Being true to a prototype of an established 
category, e.g., looking and talking like a 
leader

The people around us won’t give us the 
benefit of the doubt if we don’t look the 
type, but “fake it till you make it” makes 
us feel just like that: a fake.
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play at work and work at play—it’s about the mind-set with which 
you approach any activity.41

When you are working, you’re serious. You set goals and 
objectives, are mindful of your time, and try to get progressive 
improvements. You’re not going to deviate from the straight 
and narrow. When you’re playing, you’re, well, playful. You 
lose track of time. You meander. There’s no real utility to what 
you are doing; you don’t have to follow the rules. You enjoy 
yourself, are curious, and discover new things.42 The great 
benefit of a playful approach to anything is that it increases 
your creativity.43

self-assessment:  
What are Your authenticity traps?

Consider an area  in which you have  received negative or con-

structive feedback more than once or from more than one per-

son, and on which you’d like to make progress. You might have 

been  encouraged,  for  example,  to  delegate more,  or  to  adapt 

your leadership style, or to offer your point of view instead of an 

analysis of the facts and data. Below, write down what the sug-

gestion was:

___________________________________________________________

Now, consider what might be holding you back from making prog-

ress in this area. Which, if any, of the following statements do you 

agree with?

 Yes no

  1.  I believe a good leader is someone who  

stays close to the troops.  ______  ______
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The same goes when you are playing with who you might 
become. You explore possibilities without committing to any of 
them.�You’re�in�essence�flirting�with�your�future�possible�selves�
rather than constantly evaluating today’s version of yourself 
against a nonexistent ideal, testing it for a “committed relation-
ship,” or trying to get approval from others in light of a limited 
and not-yet-personalized view of their requirements.44 So, you’re 
more open to what you might learn about yourself.

In three important ways that I will discuss, identity play frees 
you from the authenticity traps described earlier. First, when you 
are playing around with your self-identity, it’s OK to borrow 

 Yes no

  2.  The best way to influence people is to stick to  

the facts. Playing on people’s  

emotions is manipulation.  ______  ______

  3.  It’s one thing to network to get buy-in  

for a business goal, but I won’t  

network to advance my career.  ______  ______

  4.  I was taught not to attract too much  

attention to myself or to my ideas. So  

I tend to be quieter in meetings than most  

people around me.  ______  ______

  5.  My problematic behaviors have a  

positive side that I value (e.g., I have  

low emotional intelligence, but that helps  

me deliver on the task).  ______  ______

Each “yes” response suggests a significant vulnerability to one 

of the authenticity traps discussed in this chapter.
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Too many people get hung up worrying that they are an impos-
tor or a phony, Kleon says: “If I’d waited to know who I was or 
what I was about before I started ‘being creative,’ well, I’d still 
be�sitting�around�trying�to�figure�myself�out�instead�of�making�
things. In my experience, it’s in the act of making things and 
doing�our�work�that�we�figure�out�who�we�are”�(see�figure�4-2).

But there is a trick here, too. There is a big difference between 
imitating someone wholesale and imitating aspects of what the 
person does, borrowing the best bits and pieces from different 
people to compose your own unique collage, which you then 
modify and improve. Some of my investment bankers and consul-
tants did this naturally, consciously borrowing different styles 
and tactics from their more successful seniors. My executives 

Figure 4-2

austin Kleon’s distinction between good and bad theft

Source: Excerpted from Steal Like an Artist, copyright 2012 by Austin Kleon. Used by permission of 
Workman Publishing Co. Inc. All rights reserved.
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from  looking more to less like the picture in the recipe book. 
With practice, most people can expect to become a better cook 
than they were at the start.

When you are trying to become a great chef, the inputs also 
matter, but there is no direct relationship between the time and 
effort you put in and the outcome you get. Becoming a great 
chef depends on conditions that increase the likelihood that 
your cooking will be inventive—conditions like training under 
a great chef, traveling to far-off places to learn about new ingre-
dients, a serendipitous encounter with a famous food critic, and 
a strong network of the best food suppliers. But none of these 
will guarantee that you’ll meet your goal. Success in this case 
depends on your becoming a different person from who you were 
at the start.

Stepping up to leadership is more like becoming a great chef 
than following a recipe. The process changes who you are in ways 
that you might not anticipate.

Figure 5-1

Stepping up to leadership is a process of moving from a to Ba

Any process of personal change is composed of three parts: A, B, and the transi-
tion between them. A, our current state, is how we do things and who we are today. 
It may not be optimal, but it is familiar and comfortable because we know what to 
expect.  We’ve been successful at A, and we know how we will be measured and 
evaluated when doing A. B, the future state we aspire to, is the unknown. It’s where 
we think we are trying to go, but that’s not always clear or well defined at the start, 
and it usually shifts while we are trudging through the transition. B tends to change 
as we change.

Transition
A

(Current state)
B

(Future state)

a. William Bridges, Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change (Philadelphia: Da Capo Lifelong 
Books, 2009).
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don’t think you can or will sustain the changes—and that implicit 
expectation affects you much more than you’d think. Toward the 
end of my courses, when my students are feeling the most en-
ergized and motivated to go back to work and make some real 
changes, I show them a single-frame cartoon. In the background, 
a� bespectacled� man� is� bursting� through� an� office� door,� arms�
raised in victory. He is wearing a superhero’s cape and tights 
with “MANAGER’S EMPOWERMENT SEMINAR” emblazoned 
across his chest. Meanwhile in the foreground, a single worker, 
hunched over her desk and clutching her head, looks away and 
grimaces. Everyone laughs, but they get it.

The problem, as the cartoon illustrates, is that your newly in-
spired self inevitably returns to a team or an organization that 
does not understand or appreciate the new thinking to which you 
have been exposed. Your bosses, teams, close work colleagues, 
and even your friends and family haven’t had the conversion ex-
perience. Worse, they will be suspicious of any new and unpre-
dictable behavior on your part. Often, their attitude is, “If we just 
ignore him, he will get over it.” Consciously or not, they remain 
invested in your old self. The pressures of the old situation con-
spire against your will to change, and soon, it’s back to business 
as usual.

Figure 5-2

Models of personal change
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the story about being advised to “mark my territory” in class; it’s 
quite�another�to�appropriate�it�to�make�a�point�I�now�firmly�believe.
Figure�5-3�summarizes�the�five�stages�of�the�transition�process.�

It’s a circle because, interestingly, becoming the kind of person 
you aspire to be is the most powerful motivator of all. This mo-
tivation will raise your urgency to keep going and seek out even 
more opportunities to lead. And the cycle begins again.

stepping up or stepping out?

In some instances, stepping up results in a move to a new assign-
ment, as it did for Jeff. Alternatively, a person might stay in the 
same job but approach her work in a completely new and different 

Figure 5-3

The transition process

1. Disconfirmation:
increase urgency

5. Internalization:
bring the outside

back in

2. Addition:
add before

you subtract

4. Course
correction:
revise your

goals

3. Complication:
stick with it, persist
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this stage identity diffusion� (quadrant� 3),� because� we� are� fig-
uratively all over the place. As one person I interviewed put 
it, “There are two types of people. Some are always jumping.  
Some never jump—they settle down too easily and get stuck.” 
To be a growing adult means making commitments that are in-
formed by prior exploration and questioning (quadrant 4); this 
stage is identity achievement, an apt term because it only comes 
to us through a process of becoming ourselves.

The problem with what Marcia calls foreclosure is that we 
often don’t realize that’s what we are doing. No one chooses to 
foreclose options explicitly. But that’s what happens when we 
let the years elapse without asking ourselves the big questions. 
Too much certainty is as much a problem as too much doubt, not 
necessarily because we might be in the wrong job but because 
we might unwittingly remain the victim of other people’s values 
and expectations. Sometimes we so fully internalize what other 
people think is right for us that we don’t ever become what Har-
vard psychologist Robert Kegan calls “self-authoring.”16 Earlier 

Figure 5-4

The four states of exploration and commitment in managing  
transitions

Commitment

Present Absent

Exploration

Present

Achievement:

(quadrant 4)

Become your own
person

Moratorium:

(quadrant 2)

Take a time out,
suspend decisions

Absent
Foreclosure:

(quadrant 1)
Foreclose options

Diffusion:

(quadrant 3)

Remain indefinitely
without a clear identity
or career commitment

Source: Adapted from J. E. Marcia, “Development and Validation of Ego Identity Status,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 3 (1966): 551–558.
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self-assessment:  
are You in a Career-Building Period 
or in a Career-transitioning Period?

 Yes no

  1.  I have been in the same job, career path,  

or organization for at least seven years.  ______  ______

  2.  I find myself feeling a bit restless  

professionally.  ______  ______

  3.  On balance, my job is more draining  

than energizing.  ______  ______

  4.  I resent not having more time for my  

outside interests or family.  ______  ______

  5.  My family configuration is changing  

in ways that free me up to explore  

different options; for example, my kids  

have left for college or my partner’s  

career situation has changed.  ______  ______

  6.  I envy (or admire) the people around me  

who have made major professional  

changes.  ______  ______

in our lives and careers, Kegan explains, we make decisions 
 according to social expectations about what constitutes a good 
job, a good employer, and a loyal employee. The task at  midcareer 
is to understand those hidden assumptions so that we can break 
free from our “ought selves”—what important people in our lives 
think we ought to be—to become our own person. The sidebar 
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 Yes no

  7.  My work has lost some of its meaning  

for me.  ______  ______

  8.  I find that my career ambitions are  

changing.  ______  ______

  9.  Recent personal events (e.g., a health  

scare, the death of a loved one, the birth  

of a child, marriage, or divorce) have led  

me to reappraise what I really want.  ______  ______

  10.  I don’t jump out of bed in the morning  

excited about the upcoming day.  ______  ______

Assess whether you are in a transitional period by totaling the 

number of “yes” responses:

 6–10   You are likely to be deep into a career-transitioning 

period. Make time to reflect not only on your new 

experiences but also on whether your life goals 

and priorities need rethinking.

 3–5   You may be entering a career-transitioning  

period. Work to increase outsight via new activi-

ties and relationships.

 2 or below   You are more likely to be in a career-building  period.

“Self-Assessment: Are You in a Career-Building Period or in a 
Career-Transitioning Period?” can help you understand where 
you are in a transition.

The process of bringing the outsight back in might lead you to 
make�significant�external�changes�in�your�career�and�lifestyle;�
alternatively, you may entertain doubts but decide to remain 
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