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Part	time	3rd	shift	jobs

DAN	MCGINN:	Welcome	to	Dear	HBR:	from	Harvard	Business	Review.	I’m	Dan	McGinn.	ALISON	BEARD:	And	I’m	Alison	Beard.	Work	can	be	frustrating,	but	it	doesn’t	have	to	be.	We	don’t	need	to	let	the	conflicts	get	us	down.	DAN	MCGINN:	That’s	where	Dear	HBR:	comes	in,	we	take	your	questions,	look	at	the	research,	talk	to	the	experts,	and	help
you	move	forward.	ALISON	BEARD:	Today	we’re	answering	the	question,	should	I	stay,	or	should	I	go,	with	Hal	Gregersen,	a	senior	lecturer	at	MIT’s	Sloan	School	of	Management.	His	latest	book	is	Questions	Are	the	Answer:	A	Breakthrough	Approach	to	Your	Most	Vexing	Problems	at	Work	and	in	Life.	Hal,	thanks	so	much	for	coming	on	the	show.
HAL	GREGERSEN:	Thank	you,	Alison.	Delighted	to	be	here.	ALISON	BEARD:	So,	this	is	the	biggest	career	question	of	all,	right?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	It	is.	Oddly	enough,	framing	it	that	way	actually	keeps	us	stuck	in	the	dilemma.	DAN	MCGINN:	Because	it	just	feels	too	high	stakes	and	is	paralyzing?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	There	are	very	few	things	in	life
that	are	truly	either-or,	and	when	we	look	at	the	world	through	either	I	stay	or	I	go,	I	think	it’s	like	putting	walls	up	that	are	simply	unnecessary.	DAN	MCGINN:	I	feel	like	the	question,	should	I	leave	this	job,	is	kind	of	the	subtext	of	almost	every	letter	we	get	on	the	show.	Do	people	have	this	inclination	that	quitting	should	be	the	last	resort,	you
should	really	find	a	way	to	make	this	work?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Should	I	stay	or	should	I	go	is	premised	on	really	learning	curves.	And	when	I’m	asking	the	question,	should	I	go,	I’m	inviting	myself	to	literally	leap	off	that	learning	curve	of	expertise	into	something	that’s	completely	unknown.	For	many	of	us,	we	are	uncomfortable	with	that	leap,	but	in
fact,	you	watch	people	who	have	maneuvered	through	their	careers	incredibly	well,	they	are	on	a	hunt	for	the	leap.	DAN	MCGINN:	Dear	HBR:	I’m	in	my	late	20s,	and	was	hired	by	a	large	pharmaceutical	manufacturing	facility	about	two	and	a	half	years	ago.	Things	have	gone	very	well.	I’ve	increased	my	salary	by	nearly	100%	through	promotions	and
raises.	I	get	nearly	seven	weeks	of	paid	time	off.	Plus,	I	have	a	great	manager	who	is	constantly	teaching	me	and	fighting	for	me.	Here’s	the	problem,	I	grew	up	believing	you	had	to	hustle	and	make	horizontal	moves	in	your	career	because	you	can	make	more	money	by	changing	companies.	So,	I’m	starting	to	feel	guilty	about	just	staying	in	this	job.
Should	I	always	be	actively	job	searching,	or	is	it	fine	to	be	okay	with	the	position	I’m	in?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	I	have	often	found	it’s	super-valuable	to	take	a	moment	to	just	generate	all	the	possible	questions	we	can,	as	quickly	as	we	can,	about	a	challenge	that	we’re	stuck	in,	and	this	person	is	obviously	stuck	in	a	challenge.	So,	why	don’t	we	just	take
a	moment,	and	collectively	think	through	what	are	some	of	the	questions	that	are	in	our	minds	about	this	person’s	challenge	right	now?	ALISON	BEARD:	One	thing	that	struck	me	is	does	he	realize	how	lucky	he	is	to	have	a	job	that	he	likes,	that	he	just	got	a	promotion	and	raise,	100%,	seven	weeks	of	paid	time	off,	and	a	great	manager	who’s
constantly	teaching	him,	and	fighting	for	him,	does	he	know	how	unbelievable	that	is?	DAN	MCGINN:	I	want	to	know	why	he	believes	that	you	have	to	make	horizontal	moves	to	get	ahead	and	whether	he’s	ever	challenged	that	belief.	ALISON	BEARD:	Does	he	have	any	evidence?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	How	burnt	out	might	he	be	with	seven	weeks	of	paid
time	off	in	two	years?	ALISON	BEARD:	Where	does	this	guilt	come	from?	DAN	MCGINN:	I	wonder	if	he’s	excessively	focused	on	compensation	because	he	doesn’t	talk	a	lot	about	the	substance	of	the	work,	he	seems	very	focused	on	raises,	promotions,	perks.	ALISON	BEARD:	That’s	a	good	one,	Dan.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	What	really	lights	his	fire?	What
does	he	care	deeply	about?	And	is	it	clear	to	him?	DAN	MCGINN:	Does	he	care	about	pharmaceutical	manufacturing?	Is	he	even	in	the	right	career	in	the	first	place?	ALISON	BEARD:	Is	he	actively	job	searching	now?	And	if	so,	has	he	come	across	other	opportunities	that	seem	better	than	what	he	has?	DAN	MCGINN:	Is	he	factoring	in	the	costs	of
always	being	searching	for	a	new	job?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	What	strategies	does	he	have	to	actively	test	the	assumptions	he	carries	around	in	his	head?	DAN	MCGINN:	You	guys	are	better	at	this	than	I	am.	ALISON	BEARD:	You	were	great.	DAN	MCGINN:	I	just	want	to	start	answering.	[LAUGHTER]	ALISON	BEARD:	Okay,	let’s	stop	asking	questions,
and	start	giving	him	some	answers.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	I	can’t	not	think,	what’s	the	long	view	here	for	him?	It	is	so	easy	when	we’re	young	to	have	the	short	view,	and	I	think	when	we’re	young,	especially,	we	have	that	notion	of	quarterly	reporting.	It’s	almost	like	it’s	what	he’s	engaged	in	with	himself	versus	what’s	the	long	view	here.	DAN	MCGINN:
In	your	experience,	do	most	people	by	the	time	they’re	in	their	late	20s	have	a	view	of	where	they	want	to	be	long	term?	I	guess	one	of	the	questions	I	would	wonder	is	whether	he’s,	if	he	doesn’t	have	that,	and	that’s	kind	of	why	he	seems	a	little	bit	rudderless	about	this	stay	or	go	question.	So,	for	me,	the	first	question	I’ve	got	for	him	is,	what	is	the
challenge	that	you	care	so	deeply	about	that	you	can’t	not	do	something	about	it?	You	have	to	act	on	it.	My	hunch	is,	this	listener	doesn’t	have	that	sort	of	grand	challenge	as	Brad	Smith	who	is	the	chairman	of	Intuit	right	now,	and	used	to	be	the	CEO	put	it,	a	grand	challenge.	ALISON	BEARD:	To	Dan’s	point,	I	think	that’s	sometimes	hard	to	know	in
your	late	20s.	And	what	I	would	say	to	him,	someone	his	age	is	that	what	you	should	focus	on	at	that	point	is	whether	you’re	learning,	and	getting	the	skills	that	will	move	you	in	that	direction.	And	the	fact	that	he	has	this	great	manager	who’s	constantly	teaching	him,	and	fighting	for	him,	that	to	me	is	a	positive	sign.	We	don’t	know	if	he	loves
pharmaceutical	manufacturing,	we	do	know	that	he	cares	about	money,	but	what	really	matters	in	terms	of	career	development	is	that	piece	of	it,	that	learning.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	And	when	I	realized	that	he’d	been	in	a	manufacturing	facility	for	two	and	a	half	years,	and	done	actually	quite	good	work,	that’s	incredible.	Because	either	the	company’s
incredibly	screwed	up,	or	he’s	figured	out	a	way	to	engage	well	with	the	world	on	the	factory	floor,	and	that	is	not	trivial.	That	signals	a	lot	of	really	interesting	skills	to	be	able	to	pull	that	off	and	do	that	well	over	the	course	of	time.	ALISON	BEARD:	And	he’s	getting	promoted,	and	he’s	getting	more	money.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	And	so,	I’m	going	to
make	a	huge	leap	of	faith	here	that	he’s,	in	fact,	getting	promoted	for	the	right	reasons,	which	is,	at	least	in	that	factory	floor	space,	he’s	figuring	out	real	challenges,	people	that	he’s	working	with	acknowledge,	that’s	a	real	challenge,	let’s	do	something	about	it,	and	collectively	they’ve	worked	super	hard,	and	taken	full	advantage	of	everyone’s
skillset	to	make	a	difference.	That’s	a	good	thing.	DAN	MCGINN:	Especially	when	somebody	is	in	their	20s	when	they’re	getting	promoted,	and	they’re	getting	big	raises.	Do	you	get	concerned	that	those	things	might	lead	them	to	stay	in	a	job	and	not	ask	those	big	questions	about	meaning,	or	purpose,	or	long-term	plan?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	If	pay	and
promotions	become	the	endpoint,	they	are	enormous	ego	drivers	in	the	world	of	work.	I’m	not	saying	they’re	unimportant,	but	if	they	become	paramount	games	over	for	a	leader	actually	making	a	difference	that	matters.	ALISON	BEARD:	It	seems	like	he	is	willing	to	take	a	broader	view	in	that	he	wants	to	explore	opportunities	at	other	organizations,
but	we’ve	actually	published	research	by	Monika	Hamori	at	IE	Business	School	in	Spain	saying	that	job-hopping	to	the	top	is	one	of	the	biggest	career	fallacies.	She	studied	14,000	executives	and	found	that	actually	staying	in	an	organization	was	how	you	got	promoted	faster	and	got	a	higher	salary.	Now	we’re	encouraging	him	not	to	think	about
those	things	because	we	want	him	to	think	about	learning	and	development,	and	what	his	big	challenge	is,	but	at	the	same	time,	if	that’s	what	he	cares	about	now	we	should	also	assure	him	that	it	doesn’t	matter,	he	can	stay	within	and	still	get	that	pay	and	rise	if	he	wants	to	if	he	seizes	all	these	opportunities	we’re	talking	about.	HAL	GREGERSEN:
What’s	really	interesting	on	that,	Alison,	is	the	following	to	me,	which	is,	one	of	my	sons-in-law,	he	had	a	job	originally	when	he	got	out	of	his	MBA	program	at	a	legacy	insurance	firm.	But	it	was	in	the	marketing	area,	and	the	digital	marketing	area,	and	he	was	trying	to	learn	what	he	could	about	it.	At	the	same	time,	he	loves	sports,	so	he	started	the
start-up	here	locally	in	Boston	around	the	sports	love	that	he	had.	It	didn’t	thrive	and	become	very	big,	but	he	learned	a	lot	of	skills	about	start-ups.	And	then	he	got	hired	by	Amazon	to	work	in	the	live	streaming	of	sports	events	at	Amazon.	And	so,	over	the	course	of	six	to	seven	years,	he	was	acquiring	all	the	skills	that	were	like	spot-on	for	that	next
space,	but	he	was	intentional	about	it.	And	so,	I’m	all	for	the	long	run	within	an	organization,	as	long	as	I	answer	the	following	question,	if	I	stay	in	this	organization	for	the	long	run,	will	it	build	me	into	the	leader	I	want	to	be	in	the	long	run.	DAN	MCGINN:	Should	he	feel	guilty	about	staying	at	this	company	for	more	than	two	and	a	half	years?	HAL
GREGERSEN:	Well,	guilt	often	comes	from	some	expectation	inside	of	us	that	we’re	supposed	to	be	X,	but	we’re	not,	and	therefore	there’s	something	wrong	with	us.	Now,	he	may	be	feeling	guilty	because	of	a	very	inaccurate	assumption.	If	you	look	at	the	Bureau	of	Labor’s	statistics	in	the	U.S.	for	the	last	ten	years	roughly,	people	aren’t	moving	any
faster	than	they	did	ten	years	ago.	So,	the	perception	might	be	that	we’ve	just	got	to	do	all	these	fast	moves,	but	in	fact,	that’s	not	necessarily	true.	ALISON	BEARD:	I	think	it	gets	into	social	comparison	and	FOMO	also,	you	see	on	Facebook	or	Twitter	somebody	has	an	amazing	new	job	in	a	new	city,	and	you	think	to	yourself,	am	I	ambitious	enough,
am	I	doing	the	right	thing	by	staying	in	this	job.	But	I	would	tell	this	letter	writer,	if	you	are	happy,	and	learning,	and	have	a	great	manager,	and	they’re	promoting	you,	yes,	stay.	I	feel	very	firmly	that	that’s	my	answer.	DAN	MCGINN:	That	was	a	full-throated	endorsement.	ALISON	BEARD:	I	know.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	On	the	one	hand,	Alison,	I	agree
with	you,	but	on	the	other	hand	there’s	a	strong	argument	to	jump	from	industry,	and	from	city	to	city.	And	here’s	the	argument,	from	data	that	we’ve	collected	from	over	20,000	leaders	during	the	past	15	years,	what	we	know	from	that	data	is,	someone	who’s	worked	in	two	industries,	or	in	two	countries	or	more,	doubles	the	probability	that	they’ll
be	able	to	generate	valuable	new	ideas,	new	products,	new	services,	new	process,	new	businesses.	ALISON	BEARD:	Yes,	but	I	don’t	think	you	have	to	do	it	in	two	and	a	half	years.	I	think	he	could	stay	five	until	he	gets	to	the	end	of	that	learning	curve,	and	is	fully	ready	to	jump	off.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Totally.	Okay,	I’m	with	you.	DAN	MCGINN:	I’m
struck	that	he	mentions	in	passing,	I	have	a	great	manager	who’s	constantly	teaching	me	and	fighting	for	me.	As	if	that’s	just	kind	of	a	natural	everyday	experience.	That’s	really	rare,	and	I	wonder	if	he’s	undervaluing	that	attribute	of	what	he	has	right	now.	ALISON	BEARD:	Yeah,	and	I	think	he	can	also	think	about	what	he’s	learning	from	that	boss
that	excites	him,	which	will	go	to	what	Hal	is	suggesting	about	what’s	this	grand	plan	for	my	career.	And	also,	how	is	he	fighting	for	me,	and	if	that’s	development	opportunities	in	addition	to	the	pay	and	the	time	off,	that’s	a	really	good	sign.	So,	Dan,	what	are	we	telling	him	to	do?	DAN	MCGINN:	First,	we	are	concerned	that	he	might	be	a	little	bit	too
focused	on	pay,	and	promotion,	and	benefits.	We’d	love	to	know	more	about	what	he	cares	about,	what	his	long-term	plan	and	purpose	are,	what	kind	of	problems	he	thinks	matter,	and	whether	he	can	get	into	a	job	where	he	feels	like	he’s	solving	those.	He	may	feel	some	of	these	things	around	this	job,	it’s	just	not	obvious	from	the	letter,	and	he
seems	a	little	bit	too	focused	on	ego-driven	pieces	of	the	professional	life.	As	to	his	core	question,	does	he	need	to	move	horizontally	to	get	ahead,	should	he	always	be	looking	for	a	job?	We	don’t	necessarily	think	so.	We	think	he	needs	to	focus	a	lot	more	on	the	learning	curve	that	he	faces	in	this	job.	We	think	if	the	learning	curve	is	steep,	if	he’s
acquiring	new	skills,	and	if	those	skills	are	ones	that	he	thinks	over	the	long-term	he’ll	need	in	the	kind	of	leadership	role	that	he	wants,	there’s	a	good	case	to	be	made	for	staying.	But	it’s	not	about	the	promotions,	it’s	not	about	the	pay,	it’s	not	how	many	weeks	of	paid	time	off,	he	should	focus	on	the	development	opportunities,	what	his	manager’s
teaching	him,	and	keeping	that	learning	curve	steep.	ALISON	BEARD:	Dear	HBR:	I	currently	work	at	a	healthcare	start-up	where	I’m	an	associate	director	of	product	management.	I’m	pretty	much	the	only	employee	handling	that	function.	I	enjoy	many	aspects	of	my	current	job,	my	expertise	is	valued,	I’m	having	a	big	impact,	and	I’m	close	to	the
running	of	the	business.	It’s	been	eye-opening	for	me.	I	have	a	career	path,	potential	for	growth,	and	stock	options	here.	The	issue	is	that	there’s	too	much	work,	working	weekends,	and	night	is	the	norm.	I’ve	been	with	this	company	for	only	about	seven	months,	and	I’m	already	feeling	burnt	out.	I’ve	talked	to	my	manager	about	getting	help.	First,	she
said	we	didn’t	have	the	money.	Then	she	said	we	didn’t	have	time	to	look	for	and	interview	people,	and	we’re	only	going	to	get	busier.	I’m	not	able	to	keep	up	with	all	my	manager’s	demands.	I	can	sense	that	she’s	increasingly	unhappy	with	me.	The	workload	and	the	strained	relationship	with	my	boss	make	me	quite	stressed	out.	I’m	not	sure	how
long	I	can	keep	going.	I	interviewed	for	a	product	manager	position	at	a	big	bank	and	got	an	offer.	But	I	would	be	starting	pretty	much	at	entry-level	of	this	function	within	the	company	because	my	years	of	healthcare	experience	and	my	master’s	degree	in	healthcare	policy	and	management	isn’t	of	much	value	to	them.	It’s	a	more	bureaucratic	place,
and	the	pay	is	about	10	to	15%	lower	than	what	I	now	make.	But	it	would	give	me	better	work/life	balance,	and	they	offer	16	weeks	of	maternity	leave,	double	what	the	start-up	would	give	me.	I	have	one	kid	and	plan	to	have	another.	So,	should	I	stay	at	my	current	company?	Or	should	I	accept	the	offer?	Okay,	speed	round,	questions	at	the	top	of	our
head,	go.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Does	she	really	want	autonomy	or	consistency?	ALISON	BEARD:	Is	she	suited	for	start-up	life,	especially	as	a	working	mom	who	wants	to	have	another	child?	DAN	MCGINN:	Is	there	anything	that’s	going	to	solve	this	work/life	balance	at	the	start-up?	ALISON	BEARD:	Does	she	see	a	light	at	the	end	of	the	tunnel	in	terms
of	getting	more	help?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	What	would	light	look	like	at	the	end	of	the	tunnel?	DAN	MCGINN:	Since	it	seems	like	there’s	a	family	consideration	here	with	one	child,	a	potential	second	child,	and	maternity	leave,	is	there	a	partner	in	her	life,	and	what	does	the	partner	think	about	all	of	this?	ALISON	BEARD:	Has	she	done	her	due
diligence	on	the	bank,	and	what	her	work	life	would	be	there?	DAN	MCGINN:	Can	she	use	the	bank’s	offer	to	get	a	counteroffer	that	focuses	not	on	money,	but	on	time,	and	nights	and	weekends	more	free	than	she	has	them	now?	ALISON	BEARD:	Hal,	what	is	your	reaction	to	this	person	feeling	so	burnt	out	after	only	seven	months?	HAL
GREGERSEN:	When	we’re	in	this	deep	burnout	mode,	it	is	so	easy	to	forget	context.	And	context	number	one	is,	she’s	at	a	start-up.	She’s	probably	going	to	be	working	quite	long,	long	hours,	long	weeks,	it’s	just	how	it’s	going	to	be.	The	second	part	is,	my	hunch	is	the	prior	job	she	had	was	longer	than	seven	months,	which	is	how	long	she’s	been	in
this	one.	And	so,	whatever	she	does,	I	would	say,	give	yourself	a	little	more	space.	Seven	months	is	not	enough	to	come	to	a	legitimate	conclusion	should	I	stay	or	should	I	go.	ALISON	BEARD:	But	she	does	seem	at	the	breaking	point,	and	doesn’t	seem	to	be	getting	any	help	from	her	manager.	There’s	no	light	at	the	end	of	the	tunnel.	HAL
GREGERSEN:	My	sense	though	is,	and	this	is	where	my	question	in	my	head	was,	what	approaches	to	leading	and	working	and	managing	will	she	carry	with	her	whether	she	stays	or	goes?	And	one	of	the	implicit	approaches	here,	at	least	as	we	heard	from	her	letter,	is	that	she’s	been	a	little	hesitant	to	talk	to	her	own	manager	about	the	difficult
things.	Part	of	getting	out	of	that	tunnel	is,	I	think,	engaging	in	the	tough,	likely	difficult	conversation	about	what’s	really	going	on	here.	DAN	MCGINN:	When	she	has	that	conversation,	should	she	be	transparent,	and	tell	the	boss	that	she	has	an	offer	and	is	contemplating	leaving?	Or	is	that	just	throwing	gasoline	on	a	bad	situation?	HAL
GREGERSEN:	At	some	point	that	might	be	relevant,	but	it	wouldn’t	be	my	jumping	out	of	the	gate	approach	to	this	situation.	To	me,	if	she	is	this	burned	out,	there’s	a	decent	probability	she’s	not	alone.	And	if	that’s	the	case,	then	I	would	make	the	issue	bigger	than	me,	if	I	were	her,	which	is	here	are	some	situations	going	on.	I	would	actually	get	out
of	my	world,	and	into	the	world,	and	collect	a	little	bit	of	data,	if	I	could,	about	it’s	just	not	me,	but	here’s	what’s	going	on.	And	given	that	situation,	at	an	underlying	system	level,	what	might	we	do	differently	to	address	this	issue.	Because	none	of	my	colleagues,	my	peers,	we	can’t	persist	this	way.	ALISON	BEARD:	Yeah,	she	makes	the	point	that
initially	the	boss	said	we	can’t	get	you	help	because	we	don’t	have	the	money,	now	it	seems	they	do	have	the	money,	they	just	don’t	have	the	time.	And	this	seems	like	something	they	should	devote	the	time	to,	make	the	time	for,	because	it	will	save	everyone’s	time	in	the	future.	So,	to	make	that	case	alone,	you	want	me	to	work	weekends?	Okay,	the
next	weekend	I	work	I’m	going	to	look	at	resumes,	and	I’m	going	to	interview	people,	and	we	are	going	to	get	some	more	people	in	here	to	help.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	I	was	thinking	the	exact	same	thing,	Alison,	which	is	this	instead	of	going	down	some	dark,	desolate	tunnel,	it’s	like	here’s	this	opportunity	of	light,	which	is	why	don’t	I	take	the	initiative
to	help	solve	this	system	problem.	Which	means	I	might	spend	a	little	bit	of	extra	energy	going	through	those	resumes	and	pulling	some	people	into	the	system.	If	I	step	back	enough	to	think	what	are	the	system	issues	that	we	have	created	that	have	caused	this	problem,	and	not	only	hire	someone,	but	help	solve	a	couple	of	the	system	issues,	I’ve	just
made	my	life	better,	but	I’ve	also	become	a	better	leader.	ALISON	BEARD:	Don’t	just	hire	someone,	establish	a	protocol	for	hiring	someone.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	It	could	be	that,	exactly.	DAN	MCGINN:	Do	people	view	moves	across	industries	with	this	idea	that	there’s	this	huge	cost,	and	that	I’ve	put	all	this	time	in	it,	and	it	will	all	be	for	naught	and	is
that	realistic?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Moving	from	one	industry	to	another	can	be	at	least	as	difficult	as	moving	to	a	different	country.	It’s	huge.	Now,	the	advantage	of	making	that	move	is	that	I	learn	a	different	way	of	looking	at	the	world.	And	that’s	something	that	if	I	were	in	her	situation,	I	would	seriously	think	about.	DAN	MCGINN:	As	a	positive.
HAL	GREGERSEN:	As	a	positive.	It’s	like,	I’m	leaping	into	the	banking	world,	I’m	clueless	about	this.	I’m	going	to	put	on	my	growth	mindset,	and	learning	mindset,	and	like	what	could	I	gain	here	that	I	didn’t	know	from	the	healthcare.	And	this	is	where	if	she	had	that	attitude,	it	could	not	only	make	it	a	learning	experience	as	she	drops	into	it,	but	she
then	can	transform	what	sort	of	feels	like	a	negative	healthcare	experience	into	a	positive.	ALISON	BEARD:	For	me,	the	dilemma	is	that	she’s	at	this	weird	place	in	her	life	where	she	can’t	be	all	in	on	work,	she	can’t	keep	up	with	that	really	dynamic	environment	possibly	because	she’s	a	mom,	and	she	plans	to	have	more	kids.	And	so,	I	would
encourage	her	to	take	a	step	back,	and	just	think	to	herself,	is	this	the	right	time	in	my	life	for	me	to	be	throwing	myself	into	a	start-up,	and	getting	that	kind	of	experience,	or	is	it	a	better	time	for	me	to	be	learning	about	a	different	industry	at	a	slower	pace?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	For	me,	and	even	potential,	a	relevant	and	potentially	a	bigger	issue
becomes	who	is	she	really	at	the	core.	I	think	honestly	the	could-I-stay-or-could-I-go	question	is	really	a	moment	of	ambivalence	for	any	of	us.	We’re	not	quite	sure	that’s	the	question.	And	when	we’re	in	that	uncertain	moment,	that’s	the	time	in	which	it’s	crucial,	it’s	so	crucial	to	take	enough	of	a	step	back	and	take	that	careful	look,	be	it	career
anchors,	what’s	my	purpose,	what’s	my	point	to	be	able	to	make	a	decision?	Because	I	think	on	the	one	hand	she	wants	stability	and	security,	and	on	the	other	hand,	she	wants	autonomy	and	independence,	and	the	excitement	of	a	small	organization.	And	so,	those	are	deeply	conflictual	elements	that	she’s	not	going	to	solve	intellectually,	it’s	going	to
be	solved	within	soul	around	who	am	I,	and	which	pattern	is	most	me.	DAN	MCGINN:	I	think	if	she’s	going	to	try	and	stay	at	this	job,	I	think	she	should	try	to	draw	some	clearer	boundaries	around	what	kind	of	work	habits	and	[work]	life	she’s	willing	to	take,	and	what	she’s	not.	Maybe	there	are	certain	nights	of	the	week	when	she	won’t	work.	See	if
she	can	sort	of	draw	some	boundaries,	and	if	she	can’t,	I	think	she	has	her	answer.	ALISON	BEARD:	Yeah,	my	question	was	going	to	be,	does	that	fly	at	a	start-up?	And	I’m	not	sure	it	does.	DAN	MCGINN:	I	think	if	it	doesn’t,	I	think,	she’s	got	her	answer,	she’s	going	to	go	work	at	the	bank.	ALISON	BEARD:	Right.	DAN	MCGINN:	Alison,	what’s	our
summary?	ALISON	BEARD:	First,	we	want	to	assure	her	that	there	is	an	adjustment	curve	to	any	new	environment,	so	she	should	give	herself	some	time	to	figure	out	how	to	operate	in	a	start-up.	We	want	her	to	make	the	conversation	about	more	than	just	her	own	problems,	but	about	how	this	is	affecting	the	entire	organization,	and	how	it	might	be
fixed.	She	could	offer	to	do	the	hiring,	again	with	the	commitment	to	solving	more	than	the	immediate	challenge,	but	figuring	out	a	better	way	to	bring	people	in.	We	think	she	might	also	want	to	draw	some	clear	boundaries	about	what	she’s	willing	and	able	to	do.	If	that’s	not	possible	it	might	be	a	sign	that	she	should	go	to	the	bank.	When	evaluating
this	bank	job,	we	want	her	to	understand	that	it	can	be	very	valuable	to	switch	industries,	even	when	her	expertise	is	in	something	else,	and	it	might	actually	be	the	time	of	life	for	her	to	be	at	a	slower	moving	workplace.	But	we	really	want	her	to	think	carefully	about	what	she	values	most,	stability	or	autonomy,	and	let	that	drive	her	in	this	decision.
DAN	MCGINN:	Dear	HBR:	I’ve	worked	at	the	same	nonprofit	for	11	years,	first	as	an	individual	contributor,	then	moving	my	way	up	to	a	program	manager.	I	developed	a	strong	interest	in	non-profit	management	and	leadership.	I	did	additional	coursework	to	improve	my	skills	and	knowledge.	However,	whenever	my	organization	is	short-staffed	due
to	turnover,	I’m	expected	to	make	sure	that	the	revenue-generating	work	is	getting	done.	That	often	means	doing	it	myself	while	still	taking	care	of	manager	duties.	This	means	I	spend	a	lot	of	time	doing	work	I	already	know	how	to	do,	and	not	enough	time	developing	my	leadership	skills,	which	is	what	I	really	want	to	do.	I	have	a	wonderful	boss,	and
I’ve	talked	to	her	about	these	concerns,	but	she	says	that	taking	over	peoples’	duties	is,	unfortunately,	part	of	my	job.	The	next	level	up	for	me	in	this	organization	is	an	executive	role,	I	want	to	get	there	eventually.	How	will	I	move	up	if	I	don’t	have	the	chance	to	develop	and	prepare?	Should	I	look	into	growth	opportunities,	and	leadership	roles,	at
other	non-profits?	Or	should	I	stay	where	I	am	because	that’s	how	things	go	in	the	non-profit	sector?	Let’s	brainstorm.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	What	equips	a	person	to	lead	a	non-profit?	ALISON	BEARD:	Is	it	unrealistic	to	expect	that	you	don’t	have	to	dig	in	and	do	the	work,	even	when	you’re	a	manager?	DAN	MCGINN:	Is	there	anything	he	can	do	to
reduce	turnover	so	that	this	happens	less	frequently?	ALISON	BEARD:	So	practical,	Dan.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Does	he	love	to	get	things	done	through	other	people?	Or	does	he	actually	like	doing	the	individual	contributor	work?	DAN	MCGINN:	Will	things	really	be	different	at	another	non-profit?	ALISON	BEARD:	Why	doesn’t	he	think	he’s	ready	for
the	next	level	yet?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	What	is	that	next	level	in	his	mind?	ALISON	BEARD:	What	makes	her	a	wonderful	boss	if	she’s	not	helping	you?	DAN	MCGINN:	Hal,	what’s	your	initial	reaction?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	It’s	a	classic,	but	very	prolonged	dilemma	of	moving	from	individual	contributor	to	leading	other	people.	And	11	years	in	any
organization	is	a	long	time,	and	it	sounds	like	it’s	really	moving	from	individual	contributor	to	that	management	role	has	been	the	single	major	transition.	I’m	not	honestly	sure	that	he	wants	to	give	up	the	individual	contributor	work.	DAN	MCGINN:	You	sound	like	he’s	protesting	too	much	here.	That	he’s	really	good	at	individual	contributor	work,	he’s
falling	back	into	the	pattern	because	he	knows	how	to	do	it?	ALISON	BEARD:	I	feel	like	he	really	does	to	give	up	that	individual	contributor	role,	but	he	can’t	because	he	doesn’t	have	the	people	underneath	him	to	get	it	done.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	There	are	two	questions	that	someone	has	to	ask	whether	it’s	profit	or	not-for-profit	in	this	situation.	He’s
close	enough	to	the	individual	contributor	work	that	he	has	to	look	in	the	mirror	and	ask	himself,	do	I	know	how	to	get	things	done	through	other	people,	and	am	I	good	at	that,	at	this	individual	contributor	level?	The	second	question	is	when	those	individual	contributors	do	great	work,	am	I	at	least	as	excited	about	their	great	work	as	I	am	about	my
own?	And	if	his	answers	to	both	those	questions	are,	I	know	how	to	get	things	done	through	other	people,	and	when	they	succeed	it	is	so	exciting,	in	fact,	it’s	better	than	when	I	succeed	because	they’re	doing	it,	it’s	so	cool.	If	he	has	that	deep	level	of	commitment	and	positive	response	to	both	of	those	questions,	I	don’t	think	he	would	still	be	stuck	in
this	dilemma	11	years	later.	ALISON	BEARD:	Let’s	take	him	at	face	value	and	say	that	he	is	all	those	things	you’re	saying.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Let’s	do.	ALISON	BEARD:	He	does	want	to	work	through	other	people,	but	he	keeps	getting	dragged	back	down	into	the	on	the	ground,	hands-on	work	due	to	turnover,	how	does	he	fix	that	problem?	Or	should
he	be	a	guy	that’s	very	good	at	doing	both	and	not	minding?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	I	think	if	whatever	this	non-profit	is,	if	it’s	going	to	scale,	and	grow,	and	make	a	bigger	difference,	he	will	have	to	learn	how	to	get	things	done	through	other	people.	And	so,	to	me,	it’s	partly	a	question	of,	again,	it’s	a	system-level	question,	what	is	it	in	the	system	that’s
causing	this	kind	of	turnover.	And	an	option	here	for	him	is,	take	that	on	as	a	big	project.	Like,	this	is	an	important	project	for	me	to	take	on.	And	if	I	take	it	on,	and	if	it’s	systemic	and	strategic,	I	will	be	preparing	myself	for	that	next	level	that	I	want	to	get	to.	ALISON	BEARD:	Yeah,	so	many	of	HBR’s	contributors	write	about	the	fact	that	nowadays
you	can’t	rely	on	your	organization	to	push	your	development	forward.	The	best	ones	do,	but	a	lot	don’t,	and	so,	you	need	to	figure	out	ways	to	develop	yourself.	And	it	sounds	like	this	letter	writer	is	doing	that	to	some	degree,	but	it	also	just	waiting	for	his	manager	to	give	him	training	programs,	and	hire	an	executive	coach	for	him,	and	that’s	not
likely	to	happen,	this	non-profit	seems	pretty	strapped.	So,	your	idea,	Hal,	of	seizing	on	something	that	he	can	do	that	will	make	him	visible	to	everyone	in	the	organization	not	just	as	manager,	to	show	that	he	has	potential	to	be	at	that	executive	level,	I	think	that’s	such	a	great	idea.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	And	this	is	the	challenge	at	an	industry	level	that
he’s	got	to	face	up	to,	which	is	there	probably	will	never	be	in	most	of	the	non-profits	he	will	work	in,	abundant	resources	to	take	on	these	big	strategic	challenges.	It’s	not	the	way	the	funding	works.	DAN	MCGINN:	Also,	I	think	the	specific	challenge	that	he’s	facing	in	this	non-profit	is	a	function	of	the	size	of	it.	So,	I	think	if	he	is	going	to	contemplate
going	to	a	different	kind	of	non-profit,	go	to	some	giant	non-profit,	go	to	the	United	Way,	or	something	that	has	armies	of	people	in	it,	and	that	if	you’re	hired	as	a	manager	you’ll	probably	spend	most	of	your	time	doing	managerial	work	instead	of	this	drop-down.	ALISON	BEARD:	I	am	struck	by	the	fact	that	this	program	manager	aspires	to	leadership,
but	really	doesn’t	want	to	do	that	on	the	groundwork	anymore.	And	to	me,	that	isn’t	a	sign	of	a	good	leader.	I	feel	as	if	all	the	great	leaders	really	care	about	the	details,	really	want	to	be	down	in	it	with	their	people.	I	think	of	people	like	Jeff	Bezos,	or	Steve	Jobs,	they	have	to	learn	how	to	do	both.	So,	I	would	encourage	our	letter	writer	to	actually
think	of	it	as	maybe	a	bonus	that	he	sometimes	gets	to	go	back	and	do	the	real	work.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Totally.	It’s	like	if	I	get	close	to	whatever	it	is	we’re	serving	here	in	this	non-profit,	and	if	that	energizes	me,	stay	in.	If	it	doesn’t	find	another	one,	and	get	just	as	close,	and	build	on	some	new	skills.	ALISON	BEARD:	Are	11	years	just	way	too	long
to	have	stayed	in	one	place	given	everything	that	you’ve	told	us	about	how	much	more	creative	you	are	when	you	move	from	industry	to	industry,	and	organization	to	organization,	and	country	to	country?	HAL	GREGERSEN:	So,	if	I’m	in	his	situation,	11	years	is	too	long	if	there’s	been	very	little	spark	in	me	to	put	my	neck	out	and	find	some	grand	big
challenges	that	would	really	stretch	me.	And	so,	for	me,	the	bigger	issue	just	becomes,	it’s	not	a	question	of	years,	I	don’t	care	whether	it’s	four	months	or	40	years,	it’s	like	do	I	wake	up	with	some	challenge	in	front	of	me	that	so	lights	my	fire,	I	can’t	not	do	it.	Once	that	stops,	then	I	devolve	into	this	darker	space,	where	it’s	like,	should	I	do	this,	or
should	I	do	that,	that	often	isn’t	challenge-driven.	ALISON	BEARD:	What	is	our	gut	feeling	for	this	guy?	DAN	MCGINN:	I’d	like	him	to	look	at	opportunities	at	bigger	organizations	where	this	practice	of	managers	routinely	spending	a	lot	of	time	doing	individual	contributor	work	might	not	be	such	a	problem.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	I’d	like	him	to	do	two
things,	one,	consider	seriously	the	question,	what	does	it	look	and	feel	like	effectively	lead	at	the	top	of	a	non-profit?	What	does	that	really	look	like?	And	I	think	the	second	suggestion	is	linked	to	it.	Give	himself	one	more	chance	at	this	11-year	organization,	find	one	project	that	is	so	exciting	that	he’s	willing	to	put	a	lot	of	energy	into	it,	and	that	once
he	gets	to	the	end	of	that	he	realizes	I	just	don’t	have	it	here,	it’s	time	to	move	on.	ALISON	BEARD:	So,	Dan,	what	are	we	telling	him?	DAN	MCGINN:	Well,	we	think	part	of	what’s	going	on	here	is	sort	of	the	classic	dilemma	of	the	new	manager	who	was	a	good	individual	contributor,	and	when	the	opportunity	arises	to	go	back	and	do	that	work	that
they	know	how	to	do	well,	he’s	dipping	back	into	it.	So,	some	of	this	is	learning	to	not	be	so	quick	to	do	that,	to	leverage	your	employees	to	learn	to	take	pride	and	satisfaction	in	watching	them	do	the	work.	This	issue	of	turnover,	which	seems	to	be	the	primary	driver	of	this,	we	think	he	should	spend	more	time	trying	to	figure	out	why	people	are
leaving	so	often,	and	maybe	he	can	fix	that.	That	would	actually	be	great	preparation	for	the	leadership	role	that	he	hopes	to	ascend	into	at	some	point.	We	think	he	should	think	a	little	bit	about	the	size	of	the	organization	he’s	in,	and	whether	this	lack	of	people	to	do	the	hands-on	work	is	a	function	of	it	being	small,	if	so,	he	might	want	to	look	at	a
bigger	place.	We	think	he	needs	to	give	it	another	chance,	and	to	try	and	find	a	problem	that	he	wants	to	solve,	to	see	if	changing	the	nature	of	the	work	he’s	doing	in	the	organization	might	kind	of	reignite	the	spark,	and	make	him	a	little	bit	more	interested	in	the	mission	and	the	purpose	and	the	why	of	what	he’s	doing	at	work	every	day.	ALISON
BEARD:	Hal,	thank	you	so	much	for	speaking	with	us	today.	HAL	GREGERSEN:	Thank	you,	Alison	and	Dan,	it’s	been	good.	ALISON	BEARD:	That’s	Hal	Gregersen.	He’s	a	leadership	coach	and	the	author	of	the	book,	Questions	Are	the	Answer.	DAN	MCGINN:	Thanks	to	the	listeners	who	wrote	us	with	their	questions.	Now	we	want	to	know	your
questions.	Send	us	an	email	with	your	workplace	challenge,	and	how	we	can	help.	The	email	address	is	DearHBR@HBR.org.	To	get	that	episode	automatically,	please	subscribe.	ALISON	BEARD:	We	also	want	to	thank	Louis	Weeks	and	Nick	DePrey	for	composing	our	theme	music.	DAN	MCGINN:	We	hope	you	like	today’s	episode.	And	if	you	want	to
get	the	next	one	automatically,	please	go	to	your	podcast	app	an	hit	subscribe.	ALISON	BEARD:	And	if	you	like	the	show,	please	give	us	a	five-star	review.	DAN	MCGINN:	I’m	Dan	McGinn.	ALISON	BEARD:	And	I’m	Alison	Beard.	Thanks	for	listening	to	Dear	HBR:.
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