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“I would rather be ashes than dust! I would rather my sparks burn out in a blaze than be stifl ed in dry 
rot. I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in a magnifi cent glow than asleep and permanent 
as a planet. Th e proper function of man is to live, not to exist. I shall not waste my days trying to prolong 
them. I shall use my time.”

Jack London

“Th ere is more to life than increasing its speed.”

Gandhi

Research conducted over the past half century shows that people’s careers tend 
to follow predictable patterns of development. While we cannot discuss all of the 
current knowledge about the developmental processes observed in each of life’s 
aspects here, we can consider the most common ones. As we do, keep in mind 
the developmental “-al” aspects of life introduced in the last chapter and consider 
how each of them might unfold over time. The image, then, is like a musical score, 
with each melody line representing an aspect of our lives and each bar represent-
ing a developmental stage. The relative strength of each of the melodies (aspects) 
changes from bar to bar: some are in crescendo, others diminishing. Whether the 
melodies are all equally salient or not, however, they are there, and together they 
compose the symphony of one’s life.

Although the changes in activity, interest, ability, and tasks that humans experi-
ence over a lifetime have been the subject of literary pieces for millennia, modern 
social scientists have not paid much attention to the topic until relatively recently. 
As you’ll see shortly, there are a variety of data-based views about how human life 
unfolds. Some might conclude that everyone therefore is unique in that regard. 
I think that would be a mistake. There are predictable patterns in life. As you read 
the various perspectives below, you may be surprised at the variations. One way to 
deal with that would be to declare now, before you read them, what chapter you 
think you’re in now: Whatever your thoughts about adult development might be, 
what chapter in life do you think you’re in now?

My guess is that I’m in the following “chapter” in life:
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Let’s see what the various researchers have concluded thus far about how adult 
life unfolds. Maybe you can fi nd your chapter somewhere along the way. As you 
read the brief summaries of the various adult life development stages that research-
ers have posited, make notes in the margins about how and where your path has 
taken you. How did you resolve the issues suggested by each? What elements are 
still left unresolved for you? Where do you fi nd sudden insights into your life and 
the things you’ve been dealing with? Are the issues you see here consistent with 
issues you see in your culture wherever that might be? How are the issues slanted 
or managed in your culture?

Erikson’s Theory

An infl uential early adult-life-stage theoretician was Erik Erikson. In his book, 
Childhood and Society,1 published in 1950, he identifi ed stages of human devel-
opment in terms of several psychological dilemmas that, he said, confronted 
all individuals. His delineation of the dilemmas common to young people built 
on the work of Sigmund Freud, the fi rst person to begin to describe human devel-
opment in terms of predictable stages, but while Freud left off before addressing 
adult development, Erikson continued to hypothesize. He believed that there 
were successive dilemmas that humans faced and had to deal with. Unresolved 
dilemmas would either arrest development or present complications to subse-
quent issues. Erikson supposed that there were eight such dilemmas. The fi rst 
fi ve of Erikson’s dilemmas related to earlier stages in life while the later ones 
were central to adult development. The eight stages with their approximate age 
ranges are:

Trust vs. Mistrust (0–1)

Autonomy vs. Shame/Doubt (1–2)

Initiative vs. Guilt (2–4)

Industry vs. Inferiority (4–11)

Identity vs. Role Confusion (12–17)

Intimacy vs. Isolation (18–30)

1 Erikson, E. (1950, 1963). Childhood and Society. W.W. Norton, New York.
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Generativity vs. Stagnation (30–49)

Ego Integrity vs. Despair (50–)

The ages given here are approximations since people grow and develop at dif-
ferent rates. For the newborn, the experienced, not thought, learning is whether or 
not it will be fed when hungry, changed when wet, warmed when cold, and loved 
when alone and afraid (i.e., when mother leaves will she return?). Children who 
receive insuffi cient answers to these basic questions tend to grow up with large 
holes in their personalities and fi nd it diffi cult to trust others.2

As a child develops control of its muscles and learns to stand and walk, it 
becomes more aware of its success or failure in the eyes of others and its own. The 
nature of the coaching and encouragement or lack thereof in this phase may gel 
into a sense of it’s okay to try things or conversely a self-conscious shame about 
failing that may grow into what Erikson terms a desire to live by the letter of some 
law rather than the spirit.

If the child has a sense of autonomy, that it is self-conscious and can stand on 
its own two feet, it may then build on top of that an assertiveness to try new things, 
to make things happen. If the environment (read to include “parental responses”) 
resists this budding initiative spirit, the child is likely to experience a sense of guilt 
for not keeping to the laws/rules/guidelines/heuristics for approval. Unresolved, 
this guilt over what I am, who I want to be, can leave one well into adulthood with 
a sense of guilt over having inclinations that don’t mesh neatly with the expecta-
tions of those around.

When the child goes to school, the conditional nature of that social system 
reinforces the notion that one must perform in order to be accepted or approved 
of. If one tries and succeeds at this game, patterns of industry and effort begin to 
form while if one fails at this, a deep, abiding sense of inferiority may settle upon 
the mind. Some will spend their entire lives trying to deal with that sense.

Identity is a key issue in the teens. Who am I? Who am I to become? Who are my 
peers and associates? Teens tend to “fall in love”, Erikson says, with groups, cliques, 
heroes, and ideal visions. The central issue here is where do I belong? A sense 
of belonging is critical to one’s sense of peace of mind. In today’s highly mobile, 
 technologically inter-connected world, the issues related to identity abound. 

2 Klein, M. (1964). Love, Hate and Reparation, Norton.
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For example, Ian Buruma’s book, 
Murder in Amsterdam: Liberal Europe, 
Islam, and the Limits of Tolerance,3 
explores in ethnographic detail 
how issues of identity plague immi-
grants who move from one society to 
another.

In my case, for example, I’ve had 
three last names in life. My parents 
were divorced during my early teens, 

and my mother made a deal with my father, unbeknownst to me, that if it was 
okay for her to get me to change my name, my dad wouldn’t have to pay child 
support. My father was raised during the Great Depression, so money was a key 
value for him. My mother hated my father so much she couldn’t stand the thought 
of me bearing his name. So she came to me one day and said, “You need to pick a 
new last name.” I spent several weeks plowing through the encyclopedias, look-
ing at coats of arms, and fi nally settled on my middle name, Gordon. Throughout 
high school, I was “James no-middle-name Gordon.” Later when I wanted a pass-
port, the government said, “Well, your birth certifi cate says Schlafke, your driver’s 
license says Gordon, and you live at the Clawson household. When you fi gure out 
who you are, let us know and we’ll give you a passport.” This stage-related change 
has plagued me my entire life. Who am I? There were and are pros and cons to 
each of the monikers. I didn’t realize them at the time because I didn’t know the deal 
that my mother made. She must have been mortifi ed that I settled on Gordon — 
my father’s fi rst name. How did your identity settle in or not during your teens?

From early adolescence to early middle age, the key psychological task a per-
son faces is one of intimacy versus isolation, in which one must learn to care for 
and be concerned for another person without fear of losing one’s self. If one does 
not learn to do this, life becomes a series of experiences in which the individual 
feels isolated from the rest of society. Interestingly, Erikson posits that the “utopia 
of genitality” in this phase should include mutuality of orgasm, with a loved part-
ner, of the other sex, with whom one is able and willing to regulate the cycles of 

3 Buruma, I. (2006). Murder in Amsterdam: Liberal Europe, Islam, and the Limits of Tolerance, 
Penguin.

The central issue here is 
where do I belong? A sense 
of belonging is critical to 
one’s sense of peace of mind. 
In today’s highly mobile, tech-
nologically inter-connected 
world, the issues related to 
identity abound.
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work, procreation, recreation so as to secure to the offspring, too, all the stages of 
a satisfactory development.4

This was a challenging decade for me as well. I’d gone to live in the Orient 
during the late 1960s on a religious mission, and came home having missed the 
enormous transitions that occurred in the U.S. during that time. As a freshman at 
Stanford, I had a part-time job serving meals in a women’s dorm. Sounds great, 
huh? Not exactly. We wore white coats, black bow ties, and carried eight meals on 
a French tray to serve one whole table at a time. The co-eds were all gussied up, 
wearing evening dresses and using proper etiquette. When I came back in 1969, 
the dorm was co-ed and food was served buffet style to male and female residents 
wearing Levis, shorts, and curlers in their hair. What happened? I didn’t know — 
I’d been isolated with instructions not to read the papers or listen to radio. I fi nally 
married at age 30, a virgin, with no clue about “intimacy.” What were your 
twenties like? What did you learn or not learn?

In middle age, the key issue for Erikson is generativity versus self-absorption. 
In this dilemma, the individual has to choose between developing concern for 
individuals beyond one’s own family, including colleagues at work and people in 
society, and developing the self. Failure to develop a generative approach to life, 
Erickson said, leaves one feeling stagnant and bitter.

What were your thirties and forties like? Are you there yet? What do you think they 
will be like? I spent my forties working two full-time jobs, one for pay and one not. 
I learned enormously from both of them, but the decade left me exhausted and out of 
gas. I thought more about getting the job done (my mother’s voice in my head, “Trying 
doesn’t count, you either do the job or you don’t.”) than about the unsustainable 
nature of my lifestyle. I lost contact with my children and my spouse. I lost contact 
with my body and my health. I lost contact with myself. But all in the service of a 
good cause, I thought. Somehow for me, the forties were about being self-absorbed in 
generativity. By that I mean, I lost myself by working so hard doing what others wanted 
me to do. Erikson would probably say I was self-absorbed. What about you? How will 
you balance your own demands versus the demands that others place on you?

Finally, Erikson saw in old age a battle between integrity and despair. Integrity 
was defi ned as the sense that life and all its choices and experiences had 

4 Ibid, p. 166.
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“come together,” become whole and integrated. Despair was the feeling that 
things had not turned out as one would have liked, that one had missed a lot of 
opportunities, and that it was too late to do anything about it.

At 48, I hit a brick wall. I woke up one day feeling that I was further behind on 
my charity work, further behind on my school work, further behind with my fam-
ily, further behind with my health, and worse, I couldn’t see a way that this would 
ever improve. There was never enough time and energy to do all that was being 
required of me. I was living, in fact, majorly outside-in. Without going through the 
gory, private details, (Is that in the spirit of this volume?) I will say that I decided 
that I would have to change the way I was living or I was going to die. I felt enor-
mous despair, a huge, enveloping, dark cloud of despair. This might have been a 
bit early from Erikson’s point of view. But fortunately, it gave me a chance to think 
more openly about my fi fties. Are you there yet? If so, what happened in your 
 fi fties and what did you learn from them?

I offer these personal vignettes for two reasons. First, the spirit of this volume 
is to get behind the professional facades to see more of the personal context from 
which successful managers spring. It would be disingenuous to ask this of others 
without modeling one’s self. Second, I hope to ground the theory in a story that 
perhaps will stimulate you to refl ect more carefully on your experiences in the 
various chapters in life. You might have had a similar experience. Or one dramati-
cally different. If we had more space here, we might explore in greater detail how 
your life story has in fact shaped your ability to lead and manage others. Noel 
Tichy originated that thought,5 and I’ve adapted it and extended it. When I use 
those materials6 in executive education and consulting, I’m amazed at the power 
and depth they bring to the discussion.

Following Erikson’s work, not much was done in the fi eld of adult development 
for many years. Then, in the late 1970s several social scientists began publish-
ing the results of their observations from clinical practices and formal research 
projects. As you skim through these models, I invite you to make some notes in 
the margins where you see similarities or dissimilarities to your own experiences 
so far. This will help you identify and “own” the patterns.

5 Tichy, N. (2002). The Leadership Engine.
6 Clawson, J. (2008). Level Three Leadership 4th edition: Workbook Exercise on Life’s Story Exercise, 
Prentice Hall.
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Life Stages

Gould’s Theory

Roger Gould was a psychologist in California who began to notice common 
patterns in the issues clients of similar age groups brought to him. In his book, 
Transformations,7 he presented a series of “false” assumptions he noted that peo-
ple learned in their formative years and that must be reviewed and reconciled in 
later life, typically at predictable stages in life. He outlined the following adult-
life-development themes:

Age 16–22: Leaving the parents’ world. False Assumption: “I’ll always belong to 
my parents and believe in their world.” During this period, young people move 
from a set of beliefs that revolves around their parents’ teachings and support to 
developing confi dence in their own ability to care for themselves and to making 
decisions that will affect their lives. They feel half-in, half-out of the family. They 
wrestle with learning about their independence, their own opinions, their own 
ability to provide, and with relying on people other than family members.

23–28: I’m nobody’s baby now. False Assumption: “Doing things my parents’ way 
with willpower and perseverance will bring results. But if I become too frustrated, 
confused, tired or am simply unable to cope, they will step in and show me the 
right way.” Although people in this period are feeling their autonomy, they are 
still learning what “works” in the world, and they confront the notions that peo-
ple who play the game by the rules do not always get rewarded, that there is no 
one best way to do things, that others cannot do for us what we cannot do, and 
that rationality does not always win. They are also learning about commitment to 
spouses, to children, to work — and the responsibilities that all of these bear — 
and in so doing, are learning many new roles that they will play in society.

29–34: Opening up to what’s inside. False Assumption: “Life is simple and control-
lable. There are no signifi cant coexisting contradictory forces within me.” Having 
spent nearly a decade establishing oneself in family and work, an individual now 
begins to look internally and to question whether the commitments and respon-
sibilities assumed during the twenties were really independently chosen or were 
mere inertial extensions of parental guidance. People in this period typically begin 

7 Gould, R., M.D. (1978). Transformation: Growth And Change In Adult Life, Simon & Schuster, 
New York.
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to confront the difference between the intellectual (rational) and the emotional; 
they realize that, in some ways though they did not want to be, they are like their 
parents; they learn that others are not so neatly understood as they once thought; 
and they realize more fully than before that their security depends on them alone. 
Marriage and career lives are established. Children are growing.

35–43: Mid-life decade. False Assumption: “There is no evil or death in the world. 
The sinister has been destroyed.” Gould believed that this period is centered on 
the question of vulnerability. In this period, he says, people work to come to grips 
with the reality of their own mortality and with the illusion that safety can last 
forever. They also work to face the notion that they are not “innocent,” but invite 
others to play complementary roles to the ones they assume. This practice occurs 
most obviously in marriage, and in this period, people examine these “unhealthy 
conspiracies” to make their own roles and their relationships more comfortable. 
Gould notes, “It is always unhealthy to sacrifi ce our identity for the stability of the 
relationship.”8

44–50: Post-mid-life period. Realization: “That’s the way it is, world. Here I am.” 
In this period, fi nite time is resigned to as reality; one feels that “the die is cast.” 
People become more actively involved with young-adult children and depend on 
their spouses for sympathy and affection. People may regret “mistakes” they made 
in raising their children. Money becomes less important. They attempt to reconcile 
what is with what might have been. Life settles down, becomes even. Those in the 
post-mid-life period accept the new ordering of things.

50+: Meaning making. The false assumptions of childhood have been encountered,
 if not all proven false. This period is one of mellowing, of making sense of the 
things that have happened both within and without. Children are seen as potential 
sources of comfort and satisfaction. People value spouses more than before. They 
have greater self-acceptance. There is little concern for past or future; the present 
is emphasized. People renew their questioning of the meaningfulness of life and 
as they are concerned about their health, hunger for personal relationships they 
realize they we cannot do things as well as they once did.

You can see the connections and overlaps with Erikson’s eight ages of man. The 
mid-life realization in Gould’s terms of “that’s the way it is, world, here I am” links 

8 Ibid, p. 280.
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with Erikson’s notion of integrity versus despair. If the way I am at 50 is okay, then 
I’m feeling good about myself and likely to mellow into later stages in life. If the 
way I am is not self-pleasing, despair about the lost years and the unlikeliness of 
changing may set in.

Levinson’s Theory

Daniel Levinson, a psychiatrist at Yale University Medical School, and his col-
leagues studied the lives of 50 men from fi ve different walks of life.9 His theory 
concludes that there are a series of transitions and periods of relative stability in 
the adult male life. Each transition examines the life structure that preceded it and 
evaluates its appropriateness for the next era. Transitions are often times of turmoil 
and stress. The stable periods are often ones of renewed commitment and focus. 
Levinson’s cyclical stages are:

Age 17–22: Early adult transition. In this critical transition, the young man is 
half-in and half-out of his parental family. He is faced with the necessity of leaving 
his family but is not yet sure how to enter the adult world before him. His choices 
in this transition begin to form his adult self as he and others will see it.

22–28: Entering the adult world. In this period, the young man attempts to estab-
lish a link between his view of himself and adult society. He often seeks assistance 
in this endeavor and may become a protégé. He begins to engage in adult relation-
ships and explores what that means to him. He attempts to establish a life structure 
that is fl exible, leaving him options to changes, and suffi ciently stable to allow him 
to get on with his initial choice of means for making something of himself.

28–33: Age 30 transition. The young male adult now feels that, if changes are to 
be made, he had better begin, for time is passing. The life structure initiated in 
his twenties is reevaluated. Once-fondly-held dreams are reassessed in the light 
of several years of adult experience. Some people continue on rather smoothly, 
but, for many, it is a time of stress — of struggle with how to make the changes 
one desires. These three periods — EDT, EAW, and ATT — together form the early 
adulthood or novice stage.

33–40: Settling down. In this period, the male adult attempts to consolidate his 
experience and his efforts to build a life structure that will allow him to invest 

9 Levinson, D. J. (1978). The Seasons of a Man’s Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
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heavily in the things most central to him. Becoming an expert and valued  member 
of society are key objectives. He is no longer a novice, but is now a full adult deter-
mined to “make it.” At the end of this period, he looks for a sense of  “becoming 
his own man” — a male adult with seniority and respect. As he becomes more of 
his own man, the need for active mentors wanes.

40–45: Mid-life transition. Now the reexamination focuses not on where one 
is going, but on where one has been. The man becomes concerned about his 
accomplishments — whether they have fulfi lled his dreams and ambitions or are 
less signifi cant diversions. Aspects that have been suppressed during the early 
adulthood period bubble up for reassessment. He wonders if the path taken thus 
far is really the one that is right for him. He begins to notice physical declines and 
a sense of being no longer young. For some, these issues bring reconfi rmation; for 
others, great turmoil and perhaps drastic changes — in career, in relationships, 
in activities and/or in the attempt to resurrect long-neglected, but valued, parts of 
the self.

45–50: Beginning of middle adulthood. This period is one of consolidating the 
reassessments conducted during the mid-life transition. Old relationships receive 
new attention, and new ones are developed, more consciously than before. The 
man settles into his new or reconfi rmed view of himself and savors it. Some sense 
that a period of decline and constriction has arrived; others begin to fi nd a deep 
sense of fulfi llment in their lives and a mature sense of creative ability. For some, 
this period is the most satisfying season of life.

50–55: Age 50 transition. Levinson did not believe one can escape at least a mod-
erate transition crisis. Therefore, in this period, issues that were brushed over or 
not fully treated in the previous transitions come forcefully to the fore.

55–60: Second middle adult structure. As in the settling down period, this period 
is one of completion and settling into. The man must prepare for the next tran-
sition — from middle adulthood into late adulthood. For some, this is a time 
of rejuvenation and realization, fi lling out the structure outlined in the Age 50 
Transition.

60–65: Late adult transition. This transition anticipates the change in structure 
from the previous period to late adulthood, in which career changes are likely to 
have a signifi cant impact on one’s self and relationships. This period is often one 
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of deep refl ection. For some, this change is particularly painful, and they try to 
avoid it.

65–Late: adult era. The man must now not only decide the meaning of his previ-
ous existence, but also begin to establish the structure that was formulated in the 
late adult transition. Much more needs to be learned about this period.

You can see from Levinson’s work that the timing of the stages of adult (male) 
development are not necessarily neatly aligned with the decades. Do you see 
elements common in Levinson’s subjects beginning to emerge in your own life? 
Let’s turn now from the broader focus on life stages to the narrower one on career 
stages. These would be the common patterns that observers have seen in the 
professional side of life. What follows, then, is a more fi ne-grained look at the 
professional aspects of life and the phases that are exhibited there.

Career Stages

While the previous writers on adult development took a broad, holistic 
approach to life, several researchers have focused on the professional lives of 
adults. Below we introduce the common views on the stages of working lives and 
the careers that we all have.

Miller and Form’s Theory

In 1951, two pioneer researchers Miller and Form identifi ed fi ve career stages 
that they believed delineated career-development patterns throughout a person’s 
lifetime.10 The ages are again approximate.

0–15: Preparatory work period. From the time one is born, one is socialized by 
our parents, schools, and the experiences to which an individual is exposed in the 
immediate environment into a set of views about the world of work. These views 
and values tend to follow the individual into his or her adult working careers. 
Young people develop their attitudes as they go about their fi rst work (chores 
and homework) in limited doses. Not only do parents and teachers affect this 
formation, but also peers and social cliques. One of the main features of this 
 preparatory socialization is the American cultural injunction to “make good.” 

10 Miller, D. C. and Form, W. H. (1951). Industrial Sociology. New York: Harper and Row.
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Miller and Form note that most young 
 people are socialized into what the 
authors call the four main values of 
Puritanism:

1.  Man’s duty is to know how to work 
and how to work hard.

2.  Success in work is evidence of 
God’s favor.

3.  The measure of success is money 
and property.

4.  The way to success is through 
industry and thrift.

15–18: Initial work period. This 
period is a temporary time of getting one or more fi rst (part-time) jobs until one 
accepts full-time, year-round employment. One knows that the initial jobs are 
temporary and, therefore, commitment to each position is low. The common 
goals are to make “spending money” and to “prepare oneself” for something else. 
Psychologically, the authors note, common agendas are to manage the transi-
tion from school to work, to gain independence, to demonstrate an ability to 
work hard, to learn how to get along with people, to get money as a symbol of 
independence, and to establish a good track record. Most of the occupational 
frustration people in this period feel comes from a confl ict with work values held 
as a result of social class membership, failure to achieve expectations of reward 
based on educational achievement, a decline in the generally accepted intrinsic 
value of work (see Puritan value no. 1 above), and expectations of specifi c mon-
etary rewards for work.

18–34: Trial work period. The trial period begins when one takes one’s fi rst 
“permanent” job (the period is often marked by considerable changing of jobs). 
Finally, after trying several different jobs, one “fi nds,” “steadies,” or perhaps just 
“resigns” to a long-term position. Miller and Form characterize six distinct types 
of career orientation that begin to form in this period: (1) the ambitious worker 
who has confi dence he can move up; (2) the responsive worker who fulfi lls the 
career expected of him by others; (3) the fulfi lled worker who has attained his 

Beware the impact of 
overemphasizing the four 
main values of Puritanism. 
(1) Man’s duty is to know 
how to work and how to 
work hard. (2) Success in 
work is evidence of God’s 
favor. (3) The measure of 
success is money and prop-
erty. (4) The way to success is 
through industry and thrift.
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occupational goal; (4) the confused worker who is uncertain about past and future 
decisions and whose career pattern is erratic; (5) the frustrated worker who feels 
thwarted; and (6) the defeated worker, who views himself as a failure. Common 
to all these types is the cultural imperative the authors call the “American Career 
Stereotype” of a young, ambitious man who, with average intelligence but high 
character, unbounded determination, initiative, and hard work, climbs from the 
“lowliest jobs” to higher income levels that signify “success.”

25–65: Stable work period. This period is characterized by long-term commitment to 
“the kind of work that I’ve always wanted” or to the resignation that one will not fi nd it. 
Not everyone, Miller and Form state, will continue in one stable work period through-
out the rest of their careers, but many reasons cause one to stabilize in one company 
or job: (1) realization or rationalization of the trial-period goal; (2) advantages gained 
by seniority; (3) age; (4) higher levels of income; (5) family responsibilities; (6) home 
ownership; (7) friendship ties; (8) institutional ties; (9) identifi cation with the company 
and community. The emotional tasks faced in this period relate to redefi ning occu-
pational goals that may have been achieved or will never be achieved, to waiting for 
promotions in informal seniority systems, to doing work for which one is overqualifi ed 
and which no longer is stimulating, and to changing personal and family interests that 
may no longer fi t job aspects. The authors note that some people will enter another 
trial period later, although Miller and Form say little about why.

65+: Retirement period. Anthropologists claim that the elderly have four common 
psychological goals: (1) to live as long as possible until the troubles of old age 
exceed the benefi ts of living; (2) to remain active in personal and group affairs; 
(3) to protect the privileges accumulated over the career; (4) to withdraw from 
life honorably with high prospects for the next life. According to Form and Miller, 
some do not accept the withdrawal in the fourth goal and, hence, develop a nega-
tive attitude towards retirement.

Super’s Theory

In 1957, six years after Miller and Form, Donald Super and his colleagues pub-
lished an expanded career theory that built on the earlier works of Eli Ginzberg, 
his colleagues, and several other researchers and psychologists.11 Ginzberg and 

11 Super, D., J. Crites, R. Hummd, H. Moser, P. Overstreet and C. Warnath (1957). Vocational 
Development: A Framework for Research. New York: Teachers College Press.
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his colleagues had outlined a sequence of occupational choice that they believed 
was an irreversible process. Each stage in this process is infl uenced, they said, by 
four factors:

(1) the reality of the occupational environment,

(2) a person’s educational experience,

(3) certain personal emotional characteristics, and

(4) a person’s values.

These four factors, especially the trade-offs between the fi rst two factors and 
the last two factors, shaped the decisions a person would make in the Fantasy, 
Tentative, and Reality stages of career development. Super expanded Ginzberg’s 
theory as follows:

0–14: Growth stage

Fantasy substage (age 4–10) is characterized by fantasy, role-playing.

Interests substage (11–12) emphasizes likes.

Capacity substage (13–14) emphasizes abilities.

15–24: Exploration stage

Tentative substage (15–17) is characterized by making tentative choices.

Transaction (18–21) by entering the labor market.

Trial (22–24) by beginning work.

25–44: Establishment stage

Trial substage (25–30) may see a change of occupation.

Stabilization substage (31–44), an effort to settle down.

45–66: Maintenance stage

Holding on to what one has.

65+: Decline stage

Deceleration (65–70) is the beginning of retreat from work.

Retirement (71–), a move out of the career.
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Super’s theory outlined activities characteristic of periods covering one’s entire 
lifetime, but most of his work and focus was on the Exploration stage.

Schein’s Theory

Ed Schein of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has written a number 
of classics in many sub-fi elds of management including process consulting, 
career management, leadership, organizational culture, and more. He posited the 
 following frames in his volume on careers.12

1. Preentry and entry, in which one prepares for work by exploring possibilities 
and making a choice.

2. Basic training and initiation, in which one is socialized by the people in the 
organization into the formal and informal rules and norms of behavior in the 
organization.

3. First assignment and promotion, in which one establishes one’s reputation as 
probable managerial material or one who will “level off.”

4. Second assignment, in which one either continues toward further advancement 
or continues to level off.

5. Gaining tenure, in which one is admitted to the inner circles of the organization 
as a permanent member.

6. Termination and exit, during which one withdraws from the organization.

7. Postexit, in which one tries to come to grips with a lifestyle in which the career 
plays a very reduced or very different role.

Perhaps the most distinctive characteristic of Schein’s scheme is the conical 
view of organization structure that he used to describe the movement of individ-
ual careers within organizations. There are, he said, three directions of movement: 
(1) Up, which approximates the conventional notion of promotion up a hierarchical 
ladder; (2) In, which describes the movement of a person from the outer circles at 
entry to the inner circles later on; and (3) Around which follows a person as he or 
she moves from one functional area to another in job rotation assignments. Each pro-
motion may, of course, involve one, two, or all three of these kinds of movement.

12 Schein, E. (1978). Career Dynamics, Addison-Wesley, Reading, MA.
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Dalton, Thompson, and Price’s Theory

These three researchers from Brigham Young University studied the careers of 
thousands of people, many of them engineers, and report the following typical 
pattern:13

Stage one: Apprentice — the individual must learn how to make the transition 
from school to organizational life, how to be an effective subordinate, and how to 
live within the informal and formal social system of the organization. This stage is 
critical, because the novice learns values, beliefs, and habits of organizational and 
interpersonal life that he will use throughout his career.

Stage two: Independent specialist  — one begins to work without supervision. 
In order to develop one’s abilities to contribute and one’s reputation, one works 
hard to build competence, often by specializing. One of the main tasks of this 
stage is to take the initiative for one’s own work so that one is no longer dependent 
on supervision for decisions about what needs to be done.

Stage three: Mentor  — one becomes concerned not only about one’s own 
work but also about the work of those who follow. One of the main tasks here is 
to move from a frame of mind that focuses on doing to one that focuses on manag-
ing the work and development of others — to coaching and directing rather than 
producing.

Stage four: Sponsor — one becomes involved not only with the objectives and 
activities of face-to-face subordinates but also with the goals and work of large 
groups of people or systems of groups. Sponsors begin to ask about the goals of 
the organization or how the organization fi ts into the rest of society and to take 
initiative for answering those questions.

One way to summarize the work of Dalton and his colleagues is to note that 
each stage in their theory describes an increasingly broad perspective of the 
work that needs to be done and of the people involved in doing it. In stage one, 
for instance, the apprentice focuses on her or his boss and the demands that 
person places on the new employee. In stage two, the full-fl edged employee is 
now  interested primarily in his or her own work. In stage three, the employee’s 
view expands to include the activities of immediate contacts. In stage four, the 

13 Dalton, G., Thompson, P., Price, R., “The four stages of professional careers: a new look at 
performance by professionals,” Organizational Dynamics, Summer 1977. 
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 sponsor is concerned about the work of hundreds, thousands, perhaps hundreds 
of  thousands of people and how to structure their place in society.

These researchers also noted that individuals do not necessarily move through 
all the stages. Some people (probably Driver’s steady-state type (below)) prefer 
to remain in the independent specialist stage, and others may not move from the 
mentor to the sponsor stage.

Driver and Brousseau’s Theory

Mike Driver and Ken Brousseau at the University of Southern California dis-
covered what they called four naturally occurring career concepts.14 These four 
different but voluntarily chosen career paths were linear, steady-state experts, 
 spirals, and transitories.

Linears in Driver and Brousseau’s model were those who sought to rise in the 
ranks of an organization. Their innate drive was to increase their power and status 
over time so that those who rose quickly were more successful than those who 
did not. This linear model of career success is the dominant model one sees in the 
media and in most organizations.

Steady-state experts are those who are willing and in fact would rather do the 
same things over and over again in their careers because their sense of satisfaction 
comes not from managing but from doing a job well done. One sees this pattern 
highly evident in the professions (law, engineering, medicine, teaching, etc.) and 
in the skilled trades (carpentry, masonry, electrical, etc.). Most of the participants 
in management seminars in cities all around the world have seen steady-state 
experts ruined by promotion into management.

Spirals are those who are willing to give up power and status for the sake of 
learning something new. They crave learning and new experience. Unlike linears 
when a spiral get 80 percent of the way to the top, they tend to get bored and are 
willing to sacrifi ce status and infl uence for the sake of doing something new and 
invigorating.

Transitories are not motivated by work, rather work is a means to get enough 
money to go off and do the things they’d really rather be doing like sail around the 

14 Driver, M. (1979). Career concepts and career management in organizations. In Behavioral 
Problems in Organizations, Cooper, C. (ed.), Prentice Hall, Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey.
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world single-handedly, climb Himalayan peaks, or raft down white water. On the 
negative side, these primary passions might include drugs, alcohol, and gambling.

Each of these career concept types has something to offer the organization. For 
linears, it’s drive and ambition. Steady-state experts bring competence and skill. 
Spirals bring fresh ideas and innovation. Transitories help manage the business 
cycles since they are willing to work temporarily so that they can go off and do 
what they’d really rather be doing with their lives. One problem, though, is that the 
linears tend to get to the top of most organizations and they tend to make the rules. 
So if one is a steady-state expert or a spiral or a transitory in a  linear organization, 

one is likely to feel like 
a second class citizen. 
This tends to lead to one 
feeling that one “has” 
to follow the dominant, 
designed organizational 
reward systems which, 
designed by linears, 
favors linears. Figure 2.1 
summarizes the career 
concepts developed by 
Driver and Brousseau.

It’s a rare linear type 
who can see and appreciate the value of the other three types. I was with one client 
group that included the top 24 people in the organization. As I was explaining the 
value of the steady-state experts, and asked the group why a person would choose 
a steady-state career, the fi rst three answers were, and I quote, “retarded,” “handi-
capped,” and “lazy!” The COO of the organization slammed his fi st down and said 
that if the janitor in the company did not want to be the CEO, they should fi re him 
because the desire to move up was central to the “American dream.” Wow.

Summary

This chapter has briefl y introduced the main points of several major theories 
about adult life and career stages. You may have noticed similarities in them, 
which is to be expected of theories that attempt to describe similar phenomena. 

LINEAR

STEADY-STATE EXPERT

SPIRAL

TRANSITORY

Power & Status

Time

Figure 2.1. Career Concepts.
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For instance, Erikson’s Generativity versus Self-Absorption dilemma may be viewed 
as a  psychological task facing a person near the “end” of Dalton’s Independent 
Specialist stage. The individual who opts for “generativity” is likely to move on to 
Dalton’s Mentor stage, while the person who chooses “self-absorption” is likely 
to remain an Independent Specialist. Similarly, Levinson’s Getting-Into-the-Adult-
World stage has many of the same characteristics as Super’s Establishment/Trial 
period.

One relatively common feature of the theories just reviewed is a cyclical pat-
tern. Levinson, for instance, noted that adults experience alternating periods of 
stability and transition. Miller and Form agreed that many careers are character-
ized by alternating trial and stable work periods. Thus the theorists believed that 
a person has a basic internal tension between stability and variety. Although we 
vary on our personal preferences for a balance between these two psychological 
interests, we all tend to reexamine our current state (whether it be fl ux or stability) 
with an eye towards moving towards the other one. Thus, if our lives and/or careers 
have been stable and orderly for a while, we begin to get bored and to think about 
introducing change or variety. If our lives have been fi lled with change, we may 
seek stability to consolidate our perspectives and feelings. Perhaps you can iden-
tify additional steps in cyclical patterns of adult life and career stages. Consider 
the chapter in life that you think you’re in now as you noted above at the begin-
ning of the chapter. Are you in fl ux or in a period of stability? Does that feel good 
to you or not? Why? Which of the dilemmas and challenges identifi ed by these 
writers seem closest to your experience? Why?

As you read the stories that follow and which describe the lifestyles of a dozen 
senior executives worldwide, keep the frames introduced above in mind and try 
to see how our examples model (or don’t) the theoretical perspectives. Better yet, 
review your own life and try to put your current chapter in life in the context of 
these various theories. What issues are you still working on? Which ones, if any, 
might be holding you back? How have you resolved those early life issues? Are 
there any that you need to revisit? Have you been trying to be someone else?

Living Inside-out or Outside-in

These issues raise for me a fundamental issue in life and that is the degree to 
which we live inside-out versus outside-in. By inside-out, I mean a person is able 
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to express who they are 
with confi dence and 
high self-esteem. By 
 outside-in, I mean a per-
son tends to hesitate and 
censor who they are in 
order to fi t in with those 
around them. Consider 
the scale of inside-
out-ness shown in 
Figure 2.2. Zero percent 

inside-out would mean a person is basically a doormat, unwilling and unable 
to express their own opinions. At the other end of the scale, we would probably 
describe people who behave 100 percent inside-out as obnoxious, self-centered, 
selfi sh and narcissistic.

At whatever chapter you are in life now, how much are you living outside-in? 
In my experience, people vastly underestimate the degree to which they live 
 outside-in. This is good in part, since we need a willingness to conform to create 
a viable society. But if we live too much outside-in, we lose our individuality and 
our capacity not only to lead but to live our own lives and to manage our careers. 
If you began life with a basic distrust or were unable to develop a sense of initia-
tive, you are probably living largely outside-in — and living with large doses of 
guilt and self-absorption. If you can resolve those issues and realize that only you 
can really take control of your life, perhaps you can increase the degree to which 
you live inside-out and learn to live less in the shadow of issues unsatisfactorily 
resolved when you were younger.

Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi offers that this issue raises a fundamental, I will say 
THE fundamental, question in life: will you ever be anything more than a vessel 
transmitting the genes and memes of previous generations on to the next?15 Sadly, 
he argues, the answer for most people is “no.” That is, they spend their entire lives 
living mostly outside-in recreating the experiences of the past, living as the “mere” 
riders on the tips of spears thrown by previous generations. To lead one’s self, to 

15 Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1993). The Evolving Self: a Psychology for the Third Millennium, Harper & 
Collins, New York.

Inside

100 %

0 %

Outside

fear of
rejection

Assertiveness

Figure 2.2. How Much of Your Life Do You Live 
Inside-out vs. Outside-in?
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balance one’s own life, to be an individual, to be a mature person,16 requires the 
ability to live signifi cantly inside-out.

What about you? What chapter are you living in now? What are the major issues 
that you’re facing? What insights have you developed from the concepts introduced 
here? What’s your dominant career concept? How should that awareness affect 
your career decision-making? How much do you live inside-out? Are you willing, 
eager, and ready to take control of your life? Or, living outside-in, are you yielding 
that control to others, living and dead? These questions point us to a consideration 
of what it means to lead a successful life, the subject of our next chapter.
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