The Illusion of
Stability: How to
Build Your Compass
When the Old
Maps Fail

Joe sits at his desk at 11 p.m. on a Tuesday, the Manhattan skyline blurred
through exhausted eyes. Three years ago, his consulting job was everything he
wanted: It was prestigious, it paid a handsome salary, and it offered him a clear
path up. He had followed the playbook to the letter to get to this point.
Prestigious college degree? Check. Internships at competitive organizations?
Check. Parents beaming at graduation? Friends impressed? Mentors nodding
with approval? All of it. Joe had done everything he was supposed to do.

But somewhere between the spreadsheets and the PowerPoints, the
glow of the job began to fade. The work was relentless, yes, but he hadn’t
been afraid of hard work. It was, after all, the hard work that had gotten him
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this far. Instead, what gnawed at him was the hollowness. No matter how
many hours he logged or how many slides he polished, none of what he was
doing felt like it really mattered. He expected to pay his dues, but when he
looked at the senior colleagues years ahead of him, he wondered if this was
really the life he was building toward.

Chances are, you've felt some version of Joe’s story. Maybe you've followed
your parents’ advice to pursue a job that would signal success, only to discover
that success felt strangely hollow. Maybe, like Joe, you've stared at a glowing
screen late at night and wondered if anything you did during the day actually
mattered in the grand scheme of things. Maybe you've climbed fast, only to
realize the view from the top has left you emptier than when you started.

The truth is, Joe isn’t alone. His disillusionment reveals something many
of us are reluctant to say out loud: It’s not enough for work to be stable,
impressive, or lucrative if it doesn’t feel meaningful. For decades, we were
told that fulfillment would follow if we played by the rules—earn the cre-
dentials, land the brand-name job, put in the hours. But what happens when
you do all of that and you still feel disconnected from any larger purpose?

Here’s what happens.You start to doubt yourself. You wonder if some-
thing is wrong with you for wanting more.You convince yourself that dis-
satisfaction is immaturity, that craving meaning is a sign of failure or
weakness. Our culture reinforces that doubt at every turn. It teaches us that
jobs centered on service, creativity, or impact are “idealistic,” while the safer
path—the one that looks good on paper and sounds impressive to our
friends and family—is the mark of responsibility. The message we’ve
absorbed, that its naive or impractical to want meaning, isn’t truth. It’s
conditioning.

But here’s what we need to recognize: The greater risk today isn’t in
wanting too much from our work. It’s in settling for too little. The real dan-
ger lies in spending years on a path that looks good on paper and sounds
impressive to our friends and family but leaves us feeling empty at night.
What sustains us today isn’t just paychecks or prestige—it’s the ability to see
and feel the difference our work makes.

Our national survey of 3,688 US adults, conducted by Blue Rose
Research, confirms just how widespread the longing for meaning has
become. When asked to choose between a stable, prestigious, or meaningful

career, 43% of respondents chose meaning—nearly matching the 50% who
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chose stability and far eclipsing those who prioritized prestige. Across genera-
tions, people are redefining success. It’s no longer about status symbols, but
about coherence between what they do and why it matters. And that shift
isn’t limited to privilege or position. The result held steady across income
and education levels, showing that the desire for meaningful work isn’t a

luxury of the elite, but a universal desire.

From the Old Bargain to the Crisis of Meaning

That transformation would have seemed almost unthinkable in an earlier
era. For much of the 20th century, especially after World War I1, work in the
United States was built on a simple bargain:You gave labor and loyalty, and
in return you received stability, benefits, and a pathway to prosperity. The
measure of a “good job” wasn’t whether it fulfilled you, but whether it
secured you. The deal was reinforced everywhere—company policies, gov-
ernment incentives, cultural expectations—and while it excluded many,
especially women and people of color, it gave the American middle class a
framework of coherence.

If you grew up hearing stories from grandparents or older relatives
about working for “the company” for 40 years, that’s the world they were
describing. They were expected to stay with one employer or industry for
life. The emphasis wasn’t on exploration, but contribution, consistency, and
holding up your end of the bargain.

Statistical data back this up. For men retiring in 1969, the average tenure
with their longest employer reached 21.9 years, with over half having spent
at least 20 years with a single company.! Career advancement followed a
linear path: Entry-level work gave way to mid-management, which opened
the door to leadership or retirement with a pension.

Culturally, there was a tight coupling between “what you do” and “who
you are,” something that is still reflected in modern language. Surnames like
Smith, Baker, Miller, and Carpenter originated from trades and professions,
marking a time when one’s occupation was central to one’s social standing.?
And while that symbolic link has faded, the assumption that your job defines
your identity persisted.

This relationship was deeply psychological. Work offered a rhythm, a

role, and—most importantly—a ready-made sense of meaning without you
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having to search for it. The Monday commute, the structured schedule, the
annual review—these were rituals that made life legible and predictable.You
didn’t have to ask yourself if your work mattered; the system answered for
you. In post—World War II America, fulfillment was embedded in the struc-
ture itself: Show up, do your job, provide for your family, contribute to a
growing society. That coherence between what you did, what you earned,
and what it said about who you were was one of the most stabilizing fea-
tures of the post—World War II model. It allowed people to move through
life with confidence. If you did your part, the system would do its part
in return.

Yet that professional stability, and the fulfillment it seemed to guarantee,
rested on fragile foundations: sustained economic growth, a strong indus-
trial base, and a shared sense of institutional responsibility. By the final quar-
ter of the 20th century, those foundations had begun to crack.

A usetul lens for this shift comes from historians William Strauss and
Neil Howe, who argue that modern societies cycle through four eras, or
“turnings,” roughly every 80—100 years.” The First Turning is a period of
post-crisis rebuilding, marked by strong institutions and rising public
confidence—like the years after World War II.The Second Turning is a cul-
tural awakening, when a new generation challenges conformity and pushes
for personal expression and meaning, as seen in the civil rights movement,
antiwar protests, and countercultural shifts of the 1960s and 1970s. The
Third Turning is an unraveling, or an era of growing distrust, institutional
decline, and rising individualism that was visible in how mass layofts, corpo-
rate outsourcing, and the shift from pensions to 401(k)s turned lifetime
employment into a tenuous, transactional arrangement in the late 20th and
early 21st centuries. And finally, the Fourth Turning, where we find our-
selves now, 1s a crisis era. The very systems that once felt permanent—
including stable careers—are breaking apart, forcing people to navigate
conflict, hardship, and reinvention while a new civic and economic order
struggles to emerge.

Crucially, Fourth Turnings in themselves don’t guarantee progress.
They are moments when the structures that once held society together
stop working and nothing yet exists to replace them. Whether a society
emerges stronger depends on whether a generation steps forward to lay

down new foundations: institutions that can restore trust, norms that can
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knit communities back together, and economic and political systems that
can carry people forward.

That’s what the so-called Greatest Generation—Americans born in the
early decades of the 20th century who came of age during the Great
Depression and fought in World War II-—managed to do. Out of scarcity
and conflict, they forged institutions that gave ordinary people dignity and
purpose at work: pensions, unions, civic associations, and public infrastruc-
ture that tethered individual effort to a broader common good.

For today’s generation, the transformation that must be confronted is
subtler than the trials of war or depression, but no less defining for the shape
of our lives. It is the shift from stability as the measure of a good career to
meaning as the measure of a good life. The old bargain of stability in
exchange for loyalty has collapsed and with it the assumption that meaning
would come prepackaged with a paycheck.

We are living through an inflection point, where the institutions that
once supplied coherence no longer hold. In that vacuum, the burden—and
the opportunity—shifts to the individual. Careers are no longer about climb-
ing a predetermined ladder; they are about constructing a compass. The chal-
lenge now is not simply to earn a living but to author a life: to build coherence
where structures have fractured, to tie work to values where institutions no
longer can, and to resist the temptation to confuse stability with significance.

The old map promised safety. The new reality demands meaning.

Building Your Own Compass

With the traditional, long-term arrangement dismantled, work has not sim-
ply become less secure. Rather, it has been stripped of the built-in meaning
it once carried. The predictable pathways of mid-20th-century careers have
splintered into something fluid and uncertain. In their place, a patchwork of
arrangements has emerged: short-term contracts, freelance work, contin-
gent employment, and “portfolio careers” stitched together across multiple
organizations and industries.

You've probably seen this shift in your own life. Maybe you’ve already
switched jobs far more often than your parents or grandparents ever did.
Maybe you've taken on side projects, part-time gigs, or consulting work to

piece together both income and a sense of purpose. Or maybe you’ve
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noticed how quickly colleagues cycle in and out of roles that once would
have lasted decades.

Perhaps the clearest way to see this shift is through the arc of a career.
For much of the 20th century, the pattern was simple: 30 years, one job, one
company. By the 1980s and 1990s, that softened to 30 years, one career,
several employers. Today, it’s increasingly common to cycle through five or
six distinct careers, sometimes in entirely different sectors. Careers now
resemble portfolios more than ladders: dynamic, adaptive, and measured less
by steady progression than by the ability to realign skills as conditions
change.* Our national survey reflects that people are coming to terms with
this reality. Respondents were just as likely to characterize their careers as a
collection of roles and projects than as a single path or a series of dis-
tinct chapters.

In response to these shifts, many people have turned inward. For
some, that’s meant starting something of their own: a business, a non-
profit, a consultancy, a side hustle. It’s not rebellion so much as necessity.
Autonomy and meaning feel markedly safer than loyalty to institutions
that no longer reciprocate. According to the US Census Bureau, the rate
of new business applications surged by over 24% nationally from 2019 to
2021,* with significant growth in noncoastal states like Ohio, Georgia,
and Missouri.®> A 2023 Qualtrics survey found that 39% of traditional
employees were considering leaving their jobs within the next six
months,® and today more than 72 million adults in the United States
participate in some form of independent work.” For some, the choice is
deliberate, offering more autonomy, more variety, and a way to shape
their work around their life. But for many, the shift is obligatory as tradi-
tional, more stable opportunities erode.

* This isn’t just an American story. Across advanced economies, long-standing guarantees of’
lifetime employment have eroded. In Europe, firms have shed rigid hierarchies in response
to globalization and automation, and in doing so have stripped away the mutual loyalty that
once made jobs feel purposeful. In Japan, the tradition of shiishin koyo—a single employer for
life—has steadily declined since the 1990s, replaced by contract work. In rapidly developing
economies like India and China, workers expect to move between industries as markets
evolve, but they too wrestle with how to tie those moves into a coherent story. The modern
career has become fluid almost everywhere.
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The result is that much of what once came prepackaged with a job—
income stability, benefits, professional identity—has become a do-it-yourself
project. Career success today depends less on loyalty to an institution and
more on your ability to manage yourself like an investment portfolio: reskill-
ing to stay relevant, cultivating visibility through certifications and personal
branding, and curating networks that can open doors when formal struc-
tures no longer do. But beneath all of this constant adaptation lies a deeper
question—one that can’t be answered by skills or strategies alone: What

happens to our sense of meaning when the old structures no longer

supply it?

Personas, Generativity, and the Work of Becoming

For many people, the unraveling of work’s old promises hasn’t just created
logistic stress about paychecks or career strategy. It has stirred something
deeper: a reckoning about meaning. When institutions no longer provide
clear paths, and roles lose their durability, the real question that surfaces isn’t
just What job should I take? 1t’s What kind of life am I building?

That realization rarely arrives in a dramatic flash. More often, it sneaks
in quietly. A promotion that once felt like a finish line leaves you oddly hol-
low. The job you worked so hard to land brings restlessness instead of relief.
Your effort hasn’t faded, but your sense of direction has. These aren’t signs
of laziness or burnout. They’re signals of friction, evidence of a widening
gap between the work the world rewards and the deeper fulfillment you're
searching for.

That gap shows up clearly in how people describe their own experi-
ence of work. In our national survey, a slim majority (51%) said burnout
comes from working too much, but an almost equal share 40% blamed
work that lacks meaning. The modern crisis isn’t just about hours or pay;it’s
about coherence. People are running faster than ever, but without the sense
that their energy adds up to something that matters.

Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung had a name for this: individuation. It’s the
process of outgrowing who others expect you to be and becoming who
you actually are.® Early in life, Jung observed, we develop what he called
personas—the professional masks we wear to fit in and succeed. These aren’t

fake; they’re necessary for navigating the world.
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But when the gap between the persona and our deeper instincts or
values grows too wide, friction emerges. It might appear as restlessness, dis-
satisfaction with success, or a vague sense that life is being lived on someone
else’s terms. Jung saw this as the psyche’s way of signaling that an old iden-
tity has outlived its usefulness. Individuation begins when we stop running
from that dissonance and instead start listening to it. It is the process of
reclaiming authenticity, drawing hidden or neglected parts of ourselves into
consciousness, and reshaping life around a truer sense of purpose.

That inner tension often surfaces as confusion about “finding your pur-
pose.” But more often, it’s the weight of inherited scripts: cultural blueprints
for what a “good life” is supposed to look like. Maybe it’s the belief that
your past choices lock you in forever. Or that your worth is measured by
external approval. Or that you need to chase a grand legacy that looks
impressive but feels disconnected from your daily reality. These scripts aren’t
malicious. In fact, they’ve helped people survive uncertain times. But when
followed unquestioningly, they keep us tethered to someone else’s narrative.
Recognizing and questioning them is often the first real step toward build-
ing a life that feels like your own.

With the old playbook fading, more and more people are being pushed
into this inward work. Not because they’ve rejected ambition, but because
meaning and direction can no longer be outsourced to institutions. You
have to construct them yourself. And often, that construction doesn’t look
like a dramatic career reset. It can be as subtle as redefining what success
means to you or shifting how you approach the role you already have.

That was the case for Seth Goldman. By all objective measures, his
career at Calvert, a provider of socially responsible mutual funds, was going
just fine. He was rising, respected, and secure. But inside, he felt a growing
discontent. While he was bringing new investors into the fund, he decided
he wanted to see more direct impact come from his work. Out of that deci-
sion emerged Honest Tea, a company known for its transparency, sustaina-
bility, and health. The drinks caught on, the brand grew, and eventually it
became nationally recognized. But for Goldman, the real success wasn’t the
market share or the headlines. It was the satisfaction that came from seeing
his efforts lead to more consumption of organically grown ingredients,
more funds reaching supplier communities in the developing world, and

more American consumers shifting toward healthier diets.
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Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson described this kind of pivot
as generativity, or a stage in life where energy shifts from accumulating per-
sonal achievements to contributing something that outlasts the self. Jung
helps us recognize when the mask no longer fits; Erikson reminds us what
to do with it: channel that realization into something meaningful. While
Erikson placed this life stage in midlife, today’s instability has accelerated the
process, pushing more people to confront it earlier as old anchors collapse.
The deeper work that lies beneath career pivots includes aligning outer
choices with an inner compass, turning ambition into coherence, and grap-
pling with the most human tension of all: how to find meaning when the

structures that once supplied it are gone.

Finding Meaning Through Experimentation,
Reflection, and Contribution

The collapse of the old career compact has left many of us in unfamiliar
territory, without the predictable paths that once oftered security and direc-
tion. Education, employment, advancement, and retirement—these mile-
stones no longer operate with the clarity they once did. Orientation is no
longer a given; it has to be constructed. And that construction rarely begins
with certainty. More often, it begins with a question: Where will I find mean-
ing in the work I do?

Researcher Anne-Laure Le Cunftf calls the healthiest way to navigate
this question the experimental mindset.” People who combine curiosity with
a willingness to act incrementally tend to generate clarity over time. Instead
of waiting for perfect direction, you run small experiments and learn as you
go.You might take on a short consulting project outside your field, or you
might volunteer on the weekends, sign up for a course, or schedule coffee
with someone whose work you admire. Each one of these actions gives you
feedback about what energizes you, what drains you, and what’s worth pur-
suing further.

This is what we heard from Carlos, who spent eight years as an auto
mechanic feeling increasingly disconnected from his work. The break-
through came when he started helping neighbors with basic car repairs on
weekends—not for money, but because he enjoyed teaching people to

understand their own vehicles. That small shift led him to start repair classes
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in his community, eventually launching a business that combined his tech-
nical skills with his real passion: education. He never left automotive work,
but he transformed what it meant. In our national survey, more than half of
respondents like Carlos told us they had taken on a meaningful side project
outside their main job to make life feel more purposeful, with nearly 60%
of mid-career folks (35-50) saying as much.

Le Cuntft warns that obsessing over defining exactly what your purpose
is—and doing so too early or too rigidly—often backfires.“It makes people
miserable. When we try to find our purpose, we feel like if we haven’t found
it yet, something is wrong with our life.” That mindset can lead to paralysis,
perfectionism, and comparison, especially in a world where others appear to
have their direction figured out. Instead of framing purpose as a finish line,
Le Cunft urges us to first think like scientists: to approach life with hypo-
theses rather than conclusions, to run small experiments, and to stay open
to surprising results. “When a scientist wants to learn something new,” she
notes, “they don’t start with a fixed outcome. They explore, observe, and
iterate.”!?

To help people navigate this space, we put forth a framework of the four
mindsets toward uncertainty: perfectionism, experimental, cynicism, and
escapism (see Table 1.1).

The table shows that ambition and curiosity can combine in very dif-
ferent ways. Perfectionists aim high but get stuck trying to make every step
flawless. Cynics dismiss the value of change altogether. Escapists chase nov-

elty without follow-through. Only the experimental mindset with both

Table 1.1 The Four Mindsets Toward Uncertainty

Low Curiosity High Curiosity
High Petfectionism: goal-oriented  Experimental: eager to learn,
Ambition  but paralyzed by fear of’ willing to fail, and driven
imperfection to grow
Low Cynicism: disengaged from Escapism: fascinated by
Ambition  change and unwilling ideas, but resistant to
to try committing

Source: Adapted from the works of Anne-Laure Le Cunff and Colin McGuire."""
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high curiosity and high ambition leads to transformation. And it doesn’t
take grand moves—just small, repeatable steps.

Still, experiments without the necessary introspection can become just
motion. That’s where the next step comes in: reflection. Reflection helps you
sift through the noise, so you see not just what you did, but what it taught
you. Maybe that’s journaling, maybe it’s structured conversations with a
mentor, maybe it’s simply setting aside time to notice patterns. Over time,
you’ll start to notice: These kinds of tasks leave me fulfilled. These leave me
depleted. These moments feel aligned with my values. These feel like I'm performing
for someone else’s script. That self-knowledge becomes the raw material for
direction.

The following practice—contribution—grounds it all. We don’t just want
interesting work; we want to feel useful. Studies in psychology and organi-
zational behavior confirm what you’ve likely felt yourself: Motivation spikes
when you see the effect of your efforts on someone else. That could mean
mentoring a colleague, helping a team untangle a problem, or building
something that benefits a community. Contribution doesn’t just provide
external impact; it builds internal resilience. It’s one of the most reliable
sources of meaning at work.

Put together, this process of experimentation, reflection, and contribu-
tion gradually shifts how you measure progress. Instead of asking, What will
look good on my résumé? you begin asking, Does this feel like a good use of my
time and effort? That question becomes a filter for decisions. It doesn’t guar-
antee certainty, but it creates a sense of alignment between your values and
your actions and a self-generated sense of direction that can withstand dis-
ruption. With it, you have a framework for making choices and setting

boundaries. It is a new kind of anchor, not built on guarantees, but on clarity.

Compass Capitals: A New Currency for a
Meaningful Career

The search for meaning is not random. It points to a deeper kind of resource
that we all need to cultivate. The collapse of old career structures, the rise of
fragmented work, the gap between external roles and internal values. These
aren’t just challenges to endure; they are signals that the game has funda-

mentally changed. And to navigate what comes next, you don’t just need
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motivation. You need a compass that steadies you when the institutions
around you wobble.

That leads us to what we call Compass Capitals. They represent more
than adaptability or grit. They represent the deep alignment between your
values, your capabilities, and your sense of meaning—woven together with
the tangible supports that make purpose sustainable. They include financial
stability that gives you room to take meaningful risks, trust networks that
provide community, health that sustains long-term eftort, learning that
keeps you relevant, experiences that build wisdom, and mission that pro-
vides you meaning. And like any form of capital, they require intentional
investment—slow, steady deposits made through experimentation, reflec-
tion, contribution, and relationships that accumulate over years. Compass
Capitals compound over time, quietly expanding the range of paths you can
take and the depth of impact you can make.

Compass Capitals, as we will show in the pages ahead, won’t show up on
résumés or LinkedIn profiles. They aren’t another credential or a box to check.
They represent the underlying structure that gives you direction when legacy
institutions can’t. And more than resilience, they offer something deeper: the
ability to anchor your work in values and impact so that—even in the middle

of disruption—ryou can build a life that actually feels like it matters.

This Book as Your Guide Through the Chaos

Most career books promise formulas, step-by-step plans, or motivational
advice. This one doesn’t.You've probably already noticed that those formu-
las rarely hold up when the ground keeps shifting under you. Instead, this
book offers something different: a framework for making sense of your
work when the old maps no longer work. It doesn’t assume you have a fixed
destination or a single definition of success. How could it? Everyone’ life is
messy, complex, and constantly evolving. What this book will give you are
tools to pause, take stock of where you are, identify what matters most right
now, and make better decisions in the face of ambiguity.

This book also isn’t about discovering a single, lifelong mission or mas-
tering some perfect career strategy. Perfect plans tend to fall apart the
moment real life shows up. This book is about learning how to build clarity
as you go—clarity about what kind of work feels worth doing and how to

align your time, energy, and effort accordingly.
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Chances are, you don’t feel like you have a precise or stable sense of
direction—and that’s normal. Expectations shift. Constraints evolve. New
information and experiences force you to rethink earlier decisions and
assumptions. Under those conditions, clarity isn’t something you discover
once and hold onto forever. It’s something you construct, step by step, over
time. That construction requires structure, a set of guiding components:
tools to help you make meaning in real time, adjust to feedback, and gradu-
ally shape a working life that feels coherent and sustainable.

In the chapters ahead, we’ll begin by examining why the search for
meaning matters now, especially in a world where many of the institutions
that once provided it no longer do.We’ll look closely at the inner and outer
forces that keep people from moving forward, even when dissatisfaction is
obvious. From there, we’ll explore how financial stability and personal
meaning can reinforce each other, rather than pulling in opposite directions.
We’ll also spend time on the resources that often go unseen but prove criti-
cal to resilience. Then we’ll show how Compass Capitals can compound,
creating momentum when invested consistently across time and relation-
ships. Along the way, we’ll look at the habits and cycles that help small steps
add up, and the way needs and strategies evolve across the stages of a career.

Finally, we’ll bring these threads together into a practical framework for
shaping your own path and widen the lens to see how larger systems—
companies, schools, governments—either support or constrain the pursuit
of meaningful work. Taken together, these chapters form a toolkit for navi-
gating careers under conditions of uncertainty.

And this is where the concept of mission comes in. By mission, we don’t
mean a vague sense of purpose or a personal passion project. Mission is
inherently outward-facing. It’s the alignment of your skills, efforts, and val-
ues with problems larger than yourself. Where purpose asks, What do I want
for my life? mission asks, What can my life do for others? It’s about contribution,
not just expression—anchoring your effort in something durable enough to
matter beyond your résumé or your next review.

On this journey, your values are the compass, and your mission is the path.
In a disordered world, mission isn’t a luxury. It’s a navigation system. Its what
steadies you when institutions falter, what makes your work more than a pay-
check,and what turns uncertainty into a chance to orient your life toward impact.

So where does that leave Joe, staring at that Manhattan skyline? And

more importantly, where does it leave you? The next chapter explores how
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people like Joe—and perhaps like you—are discovering that when stability
crumbles, mission isn’t a luxury. It’s the compass that points to work

that matters.
Questions for Reflection

m Have you ever followed the “right” path only to discover it led
somewhere you never intended to be? What assumptions did that
moment expose?

m What version of work were you taught to expect growing up? How
does that story compare to what you’ve lived?

m When have you felt the tension between who you are and the role
youre expected to play? What might that friction reveal about the

work you’re meant to do?

Key Takeaways

m The post—World War II compact offered stability in exchange for
loyalty. That model eroded over time, leaving individuals to manage
coherence on their own.

m Staying on a “safe” path that feels meaningless is often riskier than
making purposeful moves toward work that matters.

m When stability becomes unreliable, mission—aligning your skills with
problems larger than yourselt—becomes your navigation system.

m Success is no longer a script. It’s now built through experimentation,
reflection, contribution, and a willingness to step outside established
paths.

m Compass Capitals—aligning mission and financial stability with
personal values,supported by health, trust,learning,and experiences—
lead the way when traditional structures fail.

m Direction amid uncertainty is not something youre given; it’s
something you construct within change through deliberate choices

over time.



