
 
  

Intellectual Curiosity Fuels Careers 

Idea In Short

Stay intellectually curious throughout your career. Ambition gets you started but curiosity
keeps you going, because the future is unknowable and valuable things are buried beneath
the surface.

Career Is a Long Time

After 20 years in corporate America and working across five Fortune 500 companies,
burnout is a real risk. Microsoft analyzed office data and found that professionals spend
about eight hours weekly just on emails. Add thousands of hours of meetings, presentations
and administrative tasks, and the toll compounds. The sheer volume of routine work can
drain even the most motivated professionals. Recognizing this reality is the first step toward
building a sustainable career. The question becomes what fuel will carry you through
decades of work without exhausting your reserves. 1

Ambition Gets You Started

High-powered business students do the work, ask questions, set up office hours and
conduct informational interviews with alumni. They grind relentlessly. Ambition is a powerful
starting fuel that launches careers and opens doors. It drives people to pursue promotions,
seek new opportunities and push beyond their comfort zones. Yet ambition has a limitation
that becomes apparent over time. It can run out, leaving professionals checked out while
still collecting paychecks. Middle management and mortgages can create a sense of settling
that stifles growth and engagement. The shift in expectations, norms and hunger for work is
noticeable, particularly in the United States.

Curiosity Is a Renewable Energy Source

The assertion is that people who lose their spark failed to stay intellectually curious.
Ambition, greed and insecurity all have their place as motivators, but curiosity is the right
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answer for sustained engagement. If you do not bring your curious, playful and fun
perspective to work, you will not get far. There are too many obstacles, competitors,
excuses and messy things in life to keep you settled and static. Education, pedigree, hard
work and ambition are minimum requirements. What keeps you going after things get
difficult is curiosity. When you start treating your work like a game, a puzzle or a challenge,
you discover something sustainable. Curiosity keeps you interested in the industry, the
client work and the team dynamics after your tenth or thirtieth project.

The Future Is Unknowable

Things are changing faster than ever before. Global pandemics, fragmented supply chains,
war in Europe, nine interest rate hikes in 15 months, global warming and geopolitical tension
among the biggest two economies all reshape the landscape. Generative AI, declining birth
rates in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and shifting
consumer expectations add further complexity. The days when a strategic plan meant last
year's data plus 3 percent for inflation are gone. Key assumptions about consumers,
competition, your workforce and supply chain costs remain up in the air. Curiosity equips
you to navigate this uncertainty because it drives you to question assumptions, explore
alternatives and adapt your thinking continuously. 2

Curiosity Drives You to Excel

Cal Newport argues in his work that excellence precedes passion. You cannot articulate
what passion means until you develop enough skill to form an opinion. What keeps you
going until you acquire the necessary skills is curiosity. Most people reading about
professional development want to do good work, earn recognition from respected peers,
improve at work that matters and help others. They want to learn, grow and win. Curiosity is
the engine that powers this journey from novice to expert. Peter Drucker made clear that his
superpower was asking questions: smart, logically structured questions to the right people
at the right time. Using answers to spur better questions and digging further is the essence
of intellectual curiosity.

Information Is Cheap but Insight Is Scarce

In a world where superficial knowledge is immediately available, many people fancy
themselves intelligent or wise without justification. Finding facts online is the equivalent of
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finding a grocery store: you parked the car and walked inside. You do not deserve a trophy
for basic information retrieval. ChatGPT amplified this dynamic tenfold, composing instant
answers in polished prose. Yet valuable things remain buried or have not been created yet.
Scarcity drives value, and if a problem is easy, it has already been solved. Things of true
value require digging, searching and persistence. Curiosity serves as your shovel and your
flashlight, keeping you engaged even when the work seems boring, difficult or redundant.

Valuable Things Are Buried

Seth Godin warns that if your job is easy, you should be worried. This principle applies
directly to career strategy. The most valuable contributions come from tackling problems
that others avoid or cannot solve. Curiosity pushes you toward these challenges rather than
away from them. It keeps you asking why when others accept the status quo. The
professionals who stand out are those who venture beyond the first page of search results
and the obvious answers. They dig into industry whitepapers, read books outside their field
and connect ideas that others miss. This is how original thinking develops and how careers
accelerate beyond the ordinary trajectory.

Strong Beliefs, Loosely Held

Marc Andreessen and Bob Sutton both advocate holding strong opinions loosely. Have a
point of view and do enough research to stand for something. Stop hedging and channel
your experience, network and structured thinking into testable hypotheses. Link together
ideas that an AI would not readily generate. Defend your ideas because you did the
homework, but know when a better argument, changing environment or greater opportunity
cost demands a shift. Do not be dogmatic. The question becomes whether you want to be
right or happy. If you believe you are the smartest person in the room, you are either a
narcissist or in a boring room. The best ideas emerge through rigorous debate and
intellectual humility. 3

How to Stay Curious

Staying curious comes easier for some than others, but everyone can cultivate it
deliberately. Teach what you know to someone else, because you study harder as a teacher
than as a student. Share lunch with smart people and ask them lots of questions. Read
articles about unfamiliar topics and create a one-page summary to solidify learning. Ask
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friends for podcast recommendations and download free audiobooks through library apps.
Skim books on your shelf that you have not yet read. Browse financial data websites to
explore different industries. Search for any topic of interest and append PDF to find detailed
reports. Download whitepapers from major consulting firms. Enroll in free courses and
revisit forgotten skills. Start a blog or create a portfolio of your work to sustain curiosity over
the long haul.

1Harvard Business Review on Cultivating Curiosity
2Harvard Business School on the Business Case for Curiosity
3Cal Newport on Deep Work

Summary

Curiosity is a renewable energy source that drives excellence and resilience. Hold strong
beliefs loosely, teach what you know and dig where others will not. In a world where
information is cheap, curiosity remains your most valuable shovel and flashlight.
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