
 
  

Work With People You Trust 

Idea In Short

For mid-career professionals, the type of work and the pay it commands tend to settle into a
fairly fixed range, so a job change decision should weigh factors that are still genuinely
variable: who leads the group, where the company sits in its own growth cycle, and whether
real trust exists between a candidate and a prospective boss. Gallup research consistently
finds that a bad manager is the single biggest reason people leave a job.

Fifty Interviews, One Recurring Lesson

Conducting roughly fifty candidate interviews for a consulting group in a single year, mostly
testing logical structuring and analytical skill through case interviews, occasionally opened
space for a more honest conversation about both the good reasons to join and the reasons a
candidate should reconsider.1 For anyone mid-career, the clearest lesson from those
conversations was simple: go where there is genuine fit, not just where the offer looks best
on paper.

Getting the Offer Still Matters

None of this replaces the fundamentals. Every candidate still needs to do the homework,
perform well in the interview itself, build real rapport with the interviewer and ultimately
secure the offer. Fit only becomes a meaningful question once there is an actual choice on
the table to evaluate.

Pay and Role Are Largely Fixed by the Thirties

For most professionals between their thirties and fifties, both compensation and the type of
work performed settle into a fairly narrow, market-determined range. Someone who has
spent fifteen years as an operations consultant is not, realistically, about to pivot into
architecture or fashion design. Holding pay and role type roughly constant changes the
calculus for evaluating a job move considerably, shifting the meaningful variables
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elsewhere.

The One Thing Still Fully in Your Control

The single factor with the biggest impact on day-to-day happiness, and the one a candidate
can actually still control, is who they work with. Gallup's long-running engagement research
consistently finds that most employees remain disengaged at work, and that a bad direct
manager ranks as the single strongest predictor of someone leaving a job.2 Successful,
driven people also tend to gravitate toward others who share their own work ethic and
standards, which is worth verifying directly rather than assuming. Practical steps include
talking to current employees or people who have recently left, reading employer review
sites, actively drawing out the interviewer rather than just answering their questions, and
asking pointedly who leads the group and what their management history actually looks like.

Careers Move in S-Curves, Not Straight Lines

Very little in a career progresses in a straight line, and understanding where a person
currently sits on their own personal growth curve changes what tradeoffs are worth
accepting in a new role. Someone at a launch stage, eager to start something entirely new
and willing to invest outsized effort, wants something different from someone mid-flight
doing strong, established work who simply wants more of the same. Someone in a plateau
stage, prioritizing life outside work for a season, has different needs still, and recognizing
whether a move represents riding an existing curve further or genuinely jumping to a new
one clarifies the decision considerably.

Companies Have Life Cycles Too

The same life-cycle logic applies to organizations, not just individuals. Joining an early-
stage effort inside a large, established company raises real questions about which culture
will matter more day to day, the stability and process of the parent organization or the
ambiguity and speed of the new effort. Useful diagnostic questions include how the group
compares to its competitors, how the company's stock or financial performance is trending,
how large the specific team is, and how it maps organizationally to functions like operations,
finance, marketing, sales or human resources.

Trust Beats Brand Name
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Who someone works for consistently matters more than which company employs them.
Large consulting and professional services firms function less as a single unified culture and
more as a collection of distinct tribes built around individual partners and senior leaders, so
understanding specifically who a candidate would report to matters enormously. A well-
known leadership author's popular framing captures the underlying idea well: real leaders
take care of their people first.3

Working Backward From Success

The most useful closing exercise is to fast-forward five years and ask what would make this
specific move look, in hindsight, like the right call. Working backward from that future
vantage point, rather than reacting purely to present-day pressure or an attractive offer,
produces clearer, more durable job-change decisions than evaluating a role on title and
salary alone.

1Job interview
2Employee engagement
3Simon Sinek

Summary

Once pay and role type settle into a fixed range mid-career, the variables that still matter are
who leads the team, where the company sits in its growth cycle, and whether genuine trust
exists. Interview the interviewer as seriously as they interview the candidate, and work
backward from what success looks like in five years.
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