
 
  

Four Questions Before Your Leap 

Idea In Short

Career growth rarely announces itself with a clear signal. Professionals sense that
something needs to change long before they can name what that something is, and the gap
between the feeling and the decision is where careers stall. The questions that follow are
the same four that separate professionals who move confidently into management from
those who spend years circling the decision. Working through them in order turns a vague
ambition into a plan with visible next steps.

Domain expertise alone no longer carries a career as far as it once did. An engineer, an
analyst, or a specialist who adds management understanding to that expertise becomes a
stronger candidate for senior roles than a peer with technical skill alone. Business and
financial occupations are projected to grow faster than the average for all occupations
through the next decade, and that expansion is driving steady demand for professionals
who can set strategy and lead teams.1 That demand is not evenly distributed. It
concentrates on professionals who pair their existing domain knowledge with the ability to
plan, direct, and translate strategy into execution. Earning a higher salary in this growing
field requires the willingness to step onto that path before it feels entirely comfortable,
because comfort rarely arrives before competence does. The four questions below give that
willingness a structure instead of leaving it to chance.

Consider how this plays out for a mid-career specialist who has spent a decade solving
technical problems for a single product line. That specialist knows the product better than
almost anyone, yet the promotion committee is weighing candidates on a different set of
criteria:

can this person set a budget, negotiate a cross-functional timeline, and defend a
decision to a room of skeptical stakeholders
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The specialist who has never practiced those skills loses out to a peer with a thinner
technical record but a demonstrated ability to lead. That gap is closable, and closing it starts
with an honest accounting of where a career currently stands against where it needs to go.

Do You Have A Plan

Professionals weighing a management move often ask whether they have been at their
current organization long enough, or whether they need to leave to advance. These are not
simple yes-or-no questions, and framing them that way is part of what keeps people stuck.
A professional can stay and take on responsibility equal to a senior role, or leave and pursue
the same ambition somewhere else. Neither path is inherently correct, and the real problem
beneath both options is usually the absence of a plan rather than the choice between
staying and leaving. Strategic career thinking, according to London Business School
professor Herminia Ibarra, breaks down specifically when people know what they no longer
want but have not defined what they want next, which makes an open-ended search nearly
impossible to run well2.

The fix starts with a direct self-assessment.

1. Identify where you are now and where you want to be
2. Set professional goals for the next year alongside five- and ten-year targets
3. Write your ambitions as explicit "from and to" statements

A plan built this way does not need to be elaborate. It needs to be specific enough that the
next decision, whether that is a conversation with a manager or an application elsewhere,
has a clear target to aim at.

What Skills Do You Need

Once a plan exists, the skills required to execute it become much easier to identify.
Employer data consistently points to rising demand for professionals who bring strategic
and business management capability to decisions that used to sit purely in technical or
operational hands.3 Harvard Business School professor David Garvin built much of his
research around exactly this gap, arguing that the core work of a general manager is to set
organizational processes in motion and then monitor, shape, and direct them as they
unfold.4
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The general manager's role is to set these processes in motion, monitor them
continuously, and shape and direct them as they unfold over time

That framing matters because it treats management as a set of learnable behaviors rather
than an innate trait some people have and others do not. A short course in business
fundamentals, a structured mentorship arrangement, or a recognized professional
certification can close a specific skills gap faster than waiting for on-the-job exposure to
teach the same lessons by accident. Skills built this way also travel well, since a professional
who understands how to design and direct a process can apply that capability across
industries and functions rather than being tied to one narrow specialty.

Do You Have Enough Experience

Comfort in a current role has a way of disguising itself as readiness, when in fact it often
signals the opposite. Professionals who feel too settled to consider a change frequently
discover, only after burnout sets in, that they delayed the decision far longer than they
needed to. The instinct to measure experience in years of service misleads more people
than it helps, since some managers advance early and others take the leap later in their
careers with no disadvantage. What actually predicts readiness is emotional and
professional judgment built through hard conversations, difficult projects, and honest
feedback, not tenure on a badge.

Emotional intelligence carries more weight here than most professionals assume. A well-
known workplace study found that emotional intelligence, not personality or raw technical
skill, explains a large share of what separates top performers from everyone else, since the
traits typically credited to "personality" turn out to be learnable emotional quotient [EQ]
competencies.5 A professional who reads people accurately, leads a discussion without
dominating it, and prompts new thinking in a room is showing exactly the judgment that
management roles require. Testing that judgment is straightforward: ask colleagues how
they experience your presence in meetings, evaluate the feedback honestly, and act on the
gaps it reveals rather than the strengths it confirms.

How Do You Ask For More Responsibility
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Taking ownership of a task changes both the professional and the organization around
them, yet the biggest obstacle to that ownership is rarely capability. It is the discomfort of
stepping past a role's current boundaries before anyone has formally expanded them. High
performers resolve this discomfort by acting first. Research from Indeed on top performers
found that initiative ranks among their most consistent traits, since these professionals do
not wait for opportunities to be handed to them; they seek the opportunities out directly.6

That initiative can take several forms depending on what a role allows.

Lead a team on a defined project
Take ownership of a campaign from start to finish
Help a unit close a deal that is otherwise stalled

Each of these actions makes capability visible in a way that waiting never does. The
professionals who advance fastest are rarely the most talented in the room; they are the
ones whose talent has been demonstrated where a decision-maker could see it. Asking for
more responsibility also removes the guesswork for a manager who might otherwise
assume a professional prefers the status quo. A direct conversation, backed by a specific
example of ownership already delivered, does more for a promotion case than years of
quiet, competent work that nobody outside the immediate team ever noticed.

Turning Readiness Into Action

Wanting to know how to advance is already a sign of seriousness about the work, and that
seriousness deserves a plan rather than more waiting. Fear in career decisions usually
traces back to a gap in knowledge, not a gap in ability, and outside support closes that gap
faster than working through it alone. Structured learning built around real goals and
consistent feedback distinguishes professionals who advance quickly from those who
plateau despite equal talent.7 Training, coaching, and mentorship strengthen both the
resume and the resolve needed to make a transition stick once it begins.

For professionals without the time for a lengthy program, a focused certification can
establish credibility with employers who have no other way to evaluate management
readiness from outside the organization. It signals a specific level of capability without
requiring years of additional formal education. Career progression takes time under the best
of circumstances, but stalling once the timing is right rarely helps anyone. The four
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questions above will not remove every uncertainty from a management move, but they
replace vague anxiety with a concrete, answerable checklist, and that checklist is the
difference between circling a decision and making one.

1Business And Financial Occupations
2How To Think Strategically About A Career Transition
32025 Workplace Learning Report
4Managing Processes
510 Emotional Intelligence Skills That Successful People Have
6The Importance Of Being Proactive
7The Most Fundamental Skill: Intentional Learning And The Career Advantage

Summary

Career advancement into management rarely hinges on luck or timing. It hinges on four
answerable questions:

whether a plan exists, whether the right skills are in place, whether experience has
matured into emotional and professional judgment, and whether initiative has been
visible enough to notice

Professionals who work through these questions in order replace vague anxiety with a
concrete checklist, and a checklist is something you can act on. The business function is
expanding, employers are rewarding people who set goals and adapt to change, and the
professionals who move fastest are the ones who stopped waiting for permission. Address
the plan, close the skills gap, trust the experience you have built, and ask directly for more
responsibility. That is the entire sequence, and it works.
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