
 
  

Skills Before Passion 

Idea In Short

Stop searching for a pre-existing passion and start building rare, valuable skills. Career
capital earned through excellent work buys autonomy, control and eventually the passion
everyone seeks. Follow the craftsman path: get good, enjoy the journey and evaluate
options as mastery opens them.

A Career Philosophy Worth Repeating

Some books earn a permanent place in career conversations, and Cal Newport's So Good
They Can't Ignore You, written in 2012 by the Georgetown computer science professor, is
one of them.1 It merits mention to hundreds of university students every year, and it works
as advice to oneself. The premise runs as follows. Acquire rare and valuable skills early in
your career. As expertise grows, you begin to see adjacent possibilities, the forest beyond
the trees, and you accumulate career capital. As a craftsman you gain more control over
your work, environment and compensation. Research shows many people grow more
passionate as they gain mastery. The sequence is work, then mastery, then passion. Mark
Cuban compresses the corollary into one line: do not follow your passion, follow your work.

Passion Is Rarer Than Advertised

Newport argues that genuine passion is quite rare. What people label a passion is usually an
interest, hobby or whim, puppy-love passion spelled with a lowercase p. The popular career
formula snaps together like toy bricks: identify my passion, then find the job that maps to it.
The assemblies hide weak assumptions. It assumes we know what we want now and later,
though life is a long time. It assumes enough fire exists to grind through difficult months and
years. It assumes the passion pays, or pays enough to continue. It assumes the desired
combination of work attributes sits neatly inside one job description. Famous people who
claim they always knew their calling should not discourage anyone, because most people
who love their work did not start with that clarity, including the most visibly passionate
professionals working today.
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Do What Jobs Did, Not What He Said

Steve Jobs was undeniably passionate about his work. Newport reminds us that in the 1970s
Jobs was actually passionate about Zen meditation and calligraphy. Jobs advised graduates
to follow their passion, and the smarter reading of his life says to do what Jobs did, not what
he said. He built rare skills, seized adjacent opportunities and let the passion compound
along the way. Yale professor Amy Wrzesniewski has spent more than two decades
researching the difference between jobs, careers and callings, and her findings undercut the
myth of the perfect profession.2 People holding the same job show widely varying passion
for it. The variance tracks mastery more than the occupation itself. The people most
passionate about their work tend to hold a trifecta: competence, autonomy and relatedness,
the pillars of self-determination theory.3 Being good at what you do, having control and
creativity over your work and feeling connected to others sounds like a happy career, and
every one of those three takes time.

Passion Is a Side Effect of Mastery

Mastery comes first. Ira Glass of the podcast This American Life describes the mechanism
from a craftsman's seat: "The key thing is to force yourself through the work, force the skills
to come; that's the hardest part." Get really good at something, and the passion grows
behind it. The craftsman mindset means pushing yourself to improve, geeking out on the
intricacies of the work and investing in deliberate practice. That mindset develops passion
with a capital P. The practical early-career program falls out in three steps. Get rare and
valuable skills. Enjoy the journey of becoming a craftsman. Evaluate options as they open
up, because mastery keeps opening them.

Earning Career Capital

New hires begin with zero career capital. You are the new kid in school and, professionally
speaking, a suspect. Respect, trust and friendship must all be earned. Every delivery of
good work, every gap filled, every effort beyond the job description deposits coins into the
career piggy bank. At the right point on the career S-curve, those savings become leverage.
You can negotiate, shift and shape your work to your advantage, converting demonstrated
competence into growing autonomy. The sequence cannot be rushed or reversed, which is
precisely why attempting to negotiate autonomy before demonstrating competence fails so
reliably.

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -2-



What This Means for Managers

The framework carries lessons for the people running teams, not just the people building
careers. Managers who tell junior staff to find their passion offer warm, useless advice.
Managers who assign stretch work, fund deliberate practice and expand autonomy as
competence grows manufacture the conditions where passion actually develops. The
trifecta doubles as a retention model, since employees rarely leave roles offering
competence, autonomy and relatedness together, and exit interviews usually reveal which
leg was missing. Performance reviews improve under the same lens. Instead of asking
whether someone seems passionate, ask whether their skills are becoming rarer and more
valuable, because that trajectory predicts both output and engagement better than any
enthusiasm assessment.

An Encouraging Conclusion

This philosophy plays out in real careers. Plenty of people who now consider their work a
calling had no such clarity at eighteen. Nobody dreams in adolescence of writing,
facilitating, persuading, teaching, grading, coaching and asking questions for a living, and
yet those careers become callings through accumulated mastery. The message is wholesale
encouraging: it is fine to lack drone-missile clarity about your calling. It is not fine to waste
time, your most valuable resource, without getting good at something. Double down on
yourself, your skills, your network, your point of view, your mastery and your strategic
positioning. As Seth Godin says, real artists ship. Passion, in Newport's framing, is an output
rather than an input. Ship your art, and let the passion catch up.

1So Good They Can't Ignore You
2Amy Wrzesniewski
3Self-determination theory

Summary

Passion is an output, not an input. Rare skills generate career capital, capital buys autonomy
and the trifecta of competence, autonomy and relatedness produces the calling. Do what
Jobs did, not what he said. Stop hunting for passion and start shipping your art.
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