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The Invisible Trajectory
Why knowledge workers are the last to know where their career is
going — and what happens when they find out.

A Studio Thesis Richard Leclezio richardleclezio.com

he modern knowledge worker operates under the last great

information asymmetry of professional life. The labour market keeps

a continuously updated read on their trajectory, their proximity to a ceiling,

and their true market value. The individual keeps almost none. This paper

argues that the gap is not accidental, that the tools built to serve the worker

are structurally incentivised to preserve it, and that closing it with outcome-

validated trajectory intelligence will be the most consequential change in

how people navigate working life since job listings first became searchable.

Consider Elena. Forty-three, Director of Engineering at a mid-cap software firm, eleven years in, well

regarded. Last Thursday she received her annual review: exceeds expectations, a four-percent merit

increase, warm language about her leadership. That evening a recruiter messaged her on a professional
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network. She read the first line, registered that the title was lateral and the company unfamiliar, and

archived it without replying. She has done this perhaps thirty times in the past two years. She

experiences each one as a minor interruption.

Here is what Elena cannot see. Her last promotion was four years ago; the two before it were spaced

eighteen and twenty-two months apart. Her compensation, adjusted for her market, has been drifting

below the median for her role and metro since roughly the time of that last promotion — not falling, but

failing to keep pace, which in a career is the same thing arriving more slowly. The recruiter messages

she archives have changed in character: two years ago they were reaches above her level; now they are

laterals and, increasingly, they have stopped. The single most honest signal the market sends about a

person — its unsolicited interest — has been quietly compressing around her, and because it arrives as a

series of non-events, she has registered none of it.

Elena's career looks, to Elena, like a plateau she has chosen: comfortable, senior, stable. It looks, to the

market, like a trajectory that flattened some time ago and has begun, gently, to bend down. The distance

between those two readings is the subject of this paper. It is large, it is consequential, and almost

nothing in Elena's professional environment is built to close it.

The market has a real-time read on your trajectory. You have
a memory and a feeling. These are not the same instrument.

Every other party to the employment relationship has been steadily acquiring better instrumentation.

Employers run performance calibration, succession grids, and people analytics. Recruiters operate off

live databases of who is moving where and for how much. Compensation benchmarking is a mature

industry sold to companies, not candidates. The one participant whose entire life is staked on the

outcome — the worker — navigates with the professional equivalent of dead reckoning: a sense of

direction, a memory of the last landmark, and a hope that the coast is where they left it. This paper

makes the case that the hope is misplaced, that the asymmetry is engineered rather than natural, and

that its closing is now a question of dataset size rather than possibility.



A R G U M E N T  O N E

The Flattery Trap

The career-guidance industry has a structural problem it cannot admit: the moment it tells you the

truth, you leave. A worker who receives an accurate, actionable read on their trajectory has, by

definition, less reason to return. They have what they came for. Every business model in the category —

social platforms, job boards, resume optimisers, coaches on retainer — generates revenue from the

opposite condition: a worker who remains uncertain, engaged, and hopeful enough to keep coming

back.

This is not a story about deception. It is more uncomfortable than that, because the tools rarely lie. They

practise something subtler and more durable: selective truth. A professional network will tell you,

accurately, that your skills are in demand, that your post got four hundred impressions, that someone

senior viewed your profile. Each statement is true. None of them is the statement that matters — that

your title velocity has halved, that your comp is drifting under market, that the inbound interest which

once reached above your level no longer does. The product is not the lie. The product is the omission,

dressed in the credibility of the true things said alongside it.

Consider the inCentives direCtly. A platform optimises for time-on-site, return visits, and

emotional engagement, because those are what it sells, directly or indirectly. An honest trajectory read

is engagement-negative: it resolves the open loop that keeps a person scrolling. A resume optimiser sells

the feeling of forward motion — a higher "score," more keywords, a cleaner format — because that

feeling produces a satisfied customer and a renewed subscription, whereas the unflattering truth ("your

resume is fine; the problem is that your trajectory has stalled and a document cannot fix that") produces

a refund request. The career coach, working on retainer, faces the starkest version of all: a client who

feels resolved stops paying. The industry's revenue is, quite precisely, a function of the worker's

unresolved hope.

None of this requires bad actors. It requires only that the people building these tools respond to the

incentives in front of them, as people do. The result is a category that has discovered, over two decades,

that comfort retains and clarity churns — and has optimised accordingly, mostly without anyone

deciding to. The flattery is emergent. That is exactly why it is so stable.



Strip the incentive to keep people comfortable and the entire shape of
the industry inverts. Guidance stops being a relationship and becomes a
diagnostic — delivered once, priced like an instrument rather than a
subscription, and structurally indifferent to whether you ever come
back. That product can afford to be honest, because its revenue does not
depend on your return. It is also, not coincidentally, a product almost no
incumbent has any reason to build. 

The deepest tell is what the category does not measure. There is no widely used tool that tracks the rate

of your unsolicited inbound interest over time — arguably the cleanest market signal a worker receives

— because surfacing that number honestly would, for most people most of the time, be discouraging. An

industry built on re-engagement cannot afford to build the one instrument that would most reliably tell

people the truth.

A R G U M E N T  T W O

The Ceiling Paradox

Most professionals reach a career ceiling well before they know one exists. The ceiling is not a wall you

walk into; it is a curve you are already on, legible in the data long before it is visible to the person tracing

it. By the time it becomes visible — usually through a single sharp event, a passed-over promotion or a

younger hire arriving above you — the curve has been bending for years.

The mechanics are unglamorous and well understood by everyone except the person they describe. 

Title velocity slows. Promotions that once came every eighteen months come every three years, then

stop, and because each individual gap is plausible on its own ("it's just a slow year"), the pattern never

assembles into a conclusion. Compensation drift widens. Raises continue, which feels like progress,

but they track internal budgets and inflation rather than the external market, so the gap between what

you earn and what your role now commands opens quietly — a few percent a year, compounding into a

chasm. Inbound interest compresses. The recruiter calls that once reached above your level

become laterals, then thin out, then cease. This last signal is the most honest the market sends and the

hardest to perceive, because its decline is composed entirely of absences. A call that does not come is

not an event. Humans are extraordinarily poor at noticing the things that fail to happen.



A ceiling announces itself not with a sound but with a silence
— the calls that stop, the reaches that flatten, the offers that

never arrive. We are built to notice events. Ceilings are made
of non-events.

Labour economics has had the structural explanation for decades without translating it into anything an

individual can use. Tournament theory describes promotion as a contest with progressively fewer slots

at each level; the pyramid narrows by design, so for the great majority a ceiling is not a personal failing

but an arithmetic certainty arriving on an unknown schedule. The folk wisdom — the Peter Principle,

that people rise to their level of incompetence — is the optimistic version, because it implies you stalled

where your ability ran out. The structural reality is harsher and more common: most people stall well

below their ability, because the slots above them ran out first. The ceiling is rarely about what you can

do. It is about how many chairs remain.

What makes late detection expensive is that its costs compound in two currencies at once. The financial

cost is straightforward: a compensation gap that opens at thirty-five and goes undetected until forty-five

is not a one-year problem but a decade of lost base, lost equity, and lost compounding, much of it now

unrecoverable. The second currency is the one the labour economists tend to leave to the sociologists.

As a trajectory contracts, a person's identity, status, and confidence quietly attach themselves to it.

Work is, for most knowledge workers, a load-bearing part of the self. By the time the ceiling becomes

undeniable, the worker has spent years investing identity into a path that was already closing — which

means the eventual reckoning is not merely a financial correction but a psychological one, and the two

arrive together, at the worst possible moment, with no warning given.

the Cruelty is struCtural, not personal. The signals that would warn you earliest are precisely the

quietest ones — the absences, the non-calls, the slow drift — while the signal loud enough to register,

the passed-over promotion, arrives only after the window for a graceful redirection has mostly closed.

The information needed to act early exists. It is simply distributed in a form human attention is

engineered to miss.



A R G U M E N T  T H R E E

The Outcome Data Vacuum

Here is a claim that should be more disturbing than it is: no one giving career advice has ever seen how

the advice turned out, at scale. No career coach has watched ten thousand careers resolve. No author of

a career book holds outcome data on the readers who took the counsel. The most respected mentor in

any field has, across an entire career, observed a sample of perhaps a few dozen trajectories closely

enough to draw conclusions — and that sample is contaminated by survivorship at every level, since the

people who stayed in touch to provide the data point are disproportionately the ones for whom things

went well.

The entire human career-guidance industry, in other words, operates on unvalidated pattern

matching. This is not an insult; it is a description of its epistemic position. The advice may be wise. It

may even be right. But it has never been tested against confirmed outcomes in the way that any field

which graduated from craft to science eventually demands. Career guidance today sits roughly where

medicine sat before the actuarial table and the controlled trial: full of experienced practitioners offering

confident counsel drawn from memorable cases, with no systematic feedback loop connecting what was

advised to what actually happened.

I N F E R E N C E

Current AI systems do not predict careers. They infer — completing
patterns over the text of how careers are described, which is a
representation of advice, not a record of outcomes. Ask one whether you
should take a role and it will produce the consensus of everything ever
written on the question. That consensus is articulate, plausible, and
entirely unvalidated against what became of the people who followed it. 

The distinction that matters here is between inference and prediction, and it is worth holding the

two apart precisely. Inference is what today's systems do: they ingest the corpus of how humans talk

about careers and return a fluent synthesis of it. A larger model trained the same way produces more

articulate inference, not more accurate prediction — because it is learning the shape of the advice, not

the shape of the outcomes. Prediction is a categorically different operation. It requires a dataset in



which careers are labelled by how they actually resolved — this profile, having made these moves under

these conditions, arrived at that result — so that the system learns the relationship between trajectory

and outcome directly, rather than learning what people say about that relationship.

P R E D I C T I O N

An outcome-validated system would not improve on human advice the
way a better coach improves on a worse one. It would relate to human
advice the way an actuarial mortality table relates to a village elder's
guess about how long a person will live. The elder is not competed with.
The elder is retired. 

I want to be careful about what is established and what is forecast. That such systems will eventually

exist is, I'd argue, less a technological question than a data-accumulation question — and on that point

I am reasoning ahead of the evidence, which is to say predicting. Career outcomes are slow to resolve,

messy to label, and entangled with luck in ways that may set a hard ceiling on how predictable they ever

become. A reasonable sceptic can hold that careers are too idiosyncratic, too shaped by chance and

context, for any dataset to render them predictable, and that view deserves to be taken seriously rather

than waved away. My claim is narrower and, I think, harder to dismiss: that the direction of travel is set.

The moment a system can ingest confirmed outcomes at sufficient scale, career guidance stops being

opinion and starts being closer to underwriting — and at that point it does not merely outperform the

human version. It changes what kind of thing the advice is. The transition from inference to prediction

is not a matter of building cleverer models. It is a matter of the dataset reaching the size at which

outcomes, rather than opinions, become the thing being learned.

A R G U M E N T  F O U R

The Employer Asymmetry

Strip away the language of culture and engagement and the employment relationship is, at its core, an

information arrangement — and it has been lopsided for a century. The organisation generates and

retains rich trajectory data about every individual it employs: performance ratings across years,

calibration discussions in which managers rank reports against peers, succession grids that quietly sort

people into "high potential" and "valued but capped," compensation benchmarks that locate each



employee against the external market, and the dense informal network through which managers

compare notes on who is rising and who has stopped. The employee sees a thin, sanitised slice of this —

an annual review written to motivate rather than inform, a number on a raise letter, the occasional

careful conversation. The full file exists. The subject of the file does not get to read it.

This asymmetry is not a quirk of modern HR. It is the foundational power dynamic of the wage

relationship, and it has done quiet, enormous economic work. Call it an information rent: for a

hundred years, employers have been able to compensate workers below what perfect information would

command, because the worker could not see their own market position clearly enough to demand it.

You cannot effectively negotiate for what you cannot prove you are worth, and the one party with the

proof is the party sitting across the table. The retention of a quietly underpaid, capable employee who

believes they are doing fine is not a failure of the system. For a century it has been one of the system's

most reliable features.

For a century, the employer has negotiated with your file
open and yours closed. Trajectory intelligence is the worker,

for the first time, getting to read their own file.

so ask the Consequential question. What changes when individuals hold trajectory intelligence

about themselves comparable to what their employers hold about them? The most direct effect is that

the negotiation re-prices. A worker who can see, credibly, that they are eight percent under market for

their role and metro, and that their inbound interest has been compressing, brings a different

instrument to the conversation than one who brings a feeling and a hope. Retention-through-ignorance

— the quiet underpayment of the capable and content — becomes much harder to sustain, because the

ignorance was the mechanism.

The loyalty and tenure calculus changes too, and more deeply than the salary one. Staying with an

employer has always been, in part, a bet placed without odds: you couldn't see clearly what staying was

costing you against the alternatives, so inertia, comfort, and risk-aversion filled the gap. Give the worker

the odds — a credible read on what their trajectory looks like here versus elsewhere — and "loyalty"

stops being a value and reveals itself as what it often was: a decision made in the dark. Some workers,



seeing the odds, will leave sooner. Others, seeing that they are well-positioned and fairly treated, will

stay with more conviction than before. Both outcomes are more efficient than the present arrangement,

in which a great deal of staying and leaving happens for reasons unrelated to the underlying reality.

Whether this makes the labour market more efficient overall is, I'd argue, genuinely two-sided, and I

won't pretend otherwise. Better-informed workers should improve matching — fewer people stuck in

roles that have quietly capped them, more talent flowing to where it is valued. But friction has uses.

Some of the inertia that information would dissolve is also what gives firms the stability to invest in

people over long horizons. A labour market where every worker continuously re-optimises against a live

trajectory read is a more efficient market and also, plausibly, a more volatile and less patient one. The

information rent funded some things worth funding. Its erosion will not be free.

T H E  C O U N T E R A R G U M E N T ,  H O N E S T L Y

The Case for Career Ignorance

An honest thesis has to confront its strongest opponent before declaring victory, and on this question

the opponent is genuinely strong. There is a real case that career ignorance is adaptive — that the gap

this paper wants to close is doing useful work — and it deserves to be made at full strength.

Begin with the plaCeBo of possiBility. A worker who believes their trajectory is open works

differently from one who knows it is closing. They take risks, volunteer for the stretch assignment,

persist through the plateau that a clear-eyed reading would tell them to abandon. And persistence is not

nothing: ceilings are partly self-fulfilling, and some fraction of the people who refuse to believe in their

ceiling break through it precisely because they refused. The psychological literature on positive illusions

is suggestive here — mild, optimistic self-assessment correlates with persistence, resilience, and

wellbeing in ways that brutally accurate self-assessment does not. Belief in an open trajectory may

function as a performance-enhancing drug whose efficacy depends on the user not reading the label.



add the foreClosure proBlem. Trajectory reads are probabilistic, and acting on a probability can

foreclose the tail. The person who, on the data, "should not" have made the leap sometimes makes it —

and would not have tried had they been shown the odds. A read that says your trajectory is flattening

risks producing the disengagement that turns a soft plateau into a hard one. Ignorance, on this view,

preserves option value. It keeps the door the data has written off marginally ajar.

And there is the matter of harm. Work is load-bearing for identity. A
brutal trajectory read delivered to someone not ready to receive it could
inflict damage out of all proportion to its informational value. Not every
true thing is worth knowing on the day it becomes knowable. 

That is the strongest version of the case, and it is not a strawman. It contains real truths about

psychology, persistence, and the genuine usefulness of hope. But it does not survive contact with the

question it quietly refuses to ask: compared to what?

The placebo defence assumes the only alternative to comfortable ignorance is paralysing despair — that

to learn your trajectory is flattening is to give up. This is a false choice, and it is the false choice on which

the entire case depends. Accurate information enables redirection, not only resignation. The worker

who learns at forty that their current path has capped still has function changes, firm changes, and

strategic moves available — but only if they learn it at forty rather than at fifty. Ignorance does not

protect the dream; it forecloses the redirect. It keeps you banging on a door that will not open,

spending the very years you would need to build the exit. The placebo lets you run harder; it does not

tell you that you are running at a wall.

The self-fulfilling-ceiling argument cuts both ways, and the cut against ignorance is sharper. Yes, a

discouraging read can produce disengagement. But ignorance produces a more expensive failure:

persistence in the wrong place, paid for in time — the one career resource that does not compound back.

A year spent pushing on a sealed door is not recoverable, and ignorance specialises in producing such

years.

The positive-illusions evidence, finally, has been asked to carry more than it can bear. Optimistic self-

belief helps with persistence on tasks within reach. It says little about the strategic allocation of a forty-

year career across firms, functions, and moves. These are different decision classes. Confidence helps

you finish the marathon; it does not help you notice you have been running the wrong race. The honest



concession is this: there is a real cost to honesty, and some minority of workers will be worse off for

knowing. But notice the distribution of that cost. Ignorance protects the already-comfortable and traps

the already-stuck. It is, in the end, a regressive arrangement dressed as kindness.

A R G U M E N T  F I V E

Honesty as Product

In a category built entirely on reassurance, the most differentiated position available is accuracy. This

sounds like a marketing observation and is in fact a structural one: when every incumbent is optimised

for comfort, honesty is not a feature but an open and uncontested market position — uncontested

precisely because, as Argument One established, no incumbent has any incentive to take it.

The obvious objection is that people do not want honesty about their careers — that the comfort the

industry sells is exactly what the customer is buying. The behavioural economics seems, at first, to

support this. Loss aversion means a trajectory read that confirms a flattening is experienced as a loss

being realised, and losses loom larger than equivalent gains, so people avoid the information that

crystallises them. Present bias compounds it: the discomfort of a hard read is immediate and vivid,

while its value — the redirect it enables — is deferred and abstract, so the present self declines a trade

the future self would beg it to make. And motivated reasoning ensures that information threatening

to identity is not weighed neutrally but actively discounted, explained away, archived without reply, the

way Elena archives the recruiter messages whose changing character would tell her something she does

not wish to learn.

All three forces are real. None of them establishes what the industry has assumed they establish — that

the demand for honest career intelligence is absent. They establish only that it is latent: suppressed,

not nonexistent. And the distinction is the whole argument.



People do not avoid honesty. They avoid cheap honesty — a
hard read from a source with no credibility is just an opinion
that hurts. What converts latent demand into adoption is not

gentleness. It is proof.

The evidence that the demand is latent rather than absent comes from every adjacent domain in which a

credible instrument for an avoided truth has appeared. People resisted, then embraced, the bathroom

scale, the medical diagnostic, the credit score, the net-worth tracker, the fitness wearable that reports

honestly on a body its owner would rather not examine. Each belongs to a genre — instruments that tell

you a true thing you were avoiding — and each, once credible and low-friction, found a market far

larger than the prevailing "people prefer not to know" wisdom predicted. The markets for these

instruments are large and growing. Career trajectory is the conspicuous gap in the set: the one

consequential domain of adult life where no credible, honest, low-friction instrument yet exists. The

absence of demand has been inferred from the absence of a product. It is far more likely that the

demand has been waiting for a product worth trusting.

CrediBility is the hinge. This is why the inference-to-prediction transition of Argument Three is not

a separate point but the precondition for this one. A brutal read from a coach with no outcome data is

an opinion that wounds without informing — and people are right to refuse it, because it asks them to

pay the psychological cost of bad news without offering the actionable certainty that would justify the

price. A brutal read backed by outcome-validated prediction is something else entirely: information

dense enough to act on, which reframes the bad news as the first move of a redirect rather than a

verdict. The reason honest career signal has not found its market is not that people prefer comfort. It is

that honesty has, until now, been available only in forms too cheap to trust. Make it credible and the

latent demand has somewhere to go.

There is, finally, a cost to the comfortable alternative that the comfort industry never names:

uncertainty is itself a tax. The ambient, low-grade anxiety of not knowing where one stands — the

archived recruiter messages, the review that felt good but resolved nothing, the sense of a plateau one

cannot quite confirm — is its own continuous drain. For many people, the clarity of a hard read, even an

unwelcome one, is less costly than the chronic uncertainty it replaces. The comfort was never free. It

was financed by a worry the industry was careful never to mention, because naming it would have

pointed at the instrument it had no incentive to build.



A R G U M E N T  S I X

The Form of the Bargain

Everything so far has treated the worker as a single kind of thing — a person inside an employment

relationship, receiving more or less honest signal about where it is going. But there is a structural

variable hiding underneath that has its own gravity, and it determines, more than any tool, how much

trajectory signal a person receives at all: the form of the bargain. Full-time employment and

contracting are not merely two ways to get paid. They are two different information regimes — two

settings on the dial that controls how often, and how honestly, the market is allowed to tell you what

you are worth.

start with the ContraCtor. A contractor lives inside a tight, fast feedback loop that the form

imposes whether they want it or not. Every engagement is a market test. Every renewal is a re-pricing.

Every rate negotiation is a trajectory read delivered in cash, on a schedule, by parties with no incentive

to flatter. The contractor cannot quietly become the expensive, capped, tenured fixture that Argument

Two described, because the room keeps voting on them — in money, repeatedly — and a stalled

contractor learns it fast, in the brutal but legible currency of work that does not get renewed. The form

forces honest signal. It is, among other things, a continuous audit the contractor is paid to undergo.

now the full-time employee. The FTE relationship is engineered to do the opposite: to loosen the

loop and muffle the signal. A salary smooths the market's verdict into a flat, comfortable line that

reports nothing about which way the underlying value is moving. The annual review replaces the

external price with an internal narrative written to motivate rather than to inform. Tenure converts

comfort into identity. Each of these is sold as a benefit, and each is genuinely a benefit — but notice

what they have in common. Stability is, by definition, the muffling of volatility, and market signal is

volatility. The very mechanisms that make full-time employment feel safe are the mechanisms that

blind the employee to their own trajectory. This is the insulation premium: the FTE buys stability

and pays for it, silently, in the currency of self-knowledge. Elena is the premium personified — a flat,

comfortable line concealing a curve that has begun to bend.



Choosing your employment form is, secretly, choosing your
signal regime — choosing how much honest trajectory

information you will allow into your career. Only one of the
two forms lets the ceiling form in silence.

This reframes the choice in a way the usual FTE-versus-freelance debate never does, because that

debate fixates on income volatility and benefits and misses the variable that compounds over a whole

career. Held as a dual instrument rather than an identity, the logic of when to move toward each

becomes clear. Move toward full-time employment when you are in an accumulation phase

— when the goal is to acquire a domain, bank institutional knowledge, vest equity, embed in a network,

or buy the income stability required to take a large bet elsewhere in your life. FTE is an accumulation

vehicle and a risk-transfer mechanism: you sell some upside and some signal in exchange for someone

else absorbing your income volatility, and at certain stages that is an entirely rational trade. Move

toward contracting when you are in a price-discovery or harvest phase — when you hold a

current, marketable skill and want the market to tell you its worth continuously, when you want to

compress the feedback loop, diversify client risk, hold optionality, and force yourself to stay at the

frontier. Contracting buys signal the way insurance buys protection: it is the deliberate purchase of an

honest, recurring read.

The error is not choosing one or the other. The error is treating the choice as an identity — I am a

permanent employee, I am a freelancer — rather than as an instrument deployed by phase. The most

resilient careers move between the two on purpose: full-time to accumulate, contract to re-price, and

never confusing the comfort of the first for safety.

The silent cancer

It is at the intersection of the FTE form and a non-renewing role that the most under-diagnosed

condition in professional life takes hold, and the clinical metaphor is exact rather than decorative.

Complacency in a salaried seat is asymptomatic by design. The structure suppresses the very signals

— the external price, the inbound interest, the comparative ranking — that would surface it early, so it

advances without pain. The contractor who stops learning receives a fast, unambiguous diagnosis: the

engagement is not renewed. The FTE who stops learning receives a raise, a warm review, and a slowly



widening gap between their internal standing and their external value — a gap that produces no

symptom until a reorganisation, an acquisition, or a layoff converts a decade of suppressed signal into a

single catastrophic read. The insulation did not remove the risk. It deferred the risk and concentrated it,

which is the worst thing one can do to a risk. Complacency metastasises precisely because the form it

grows in is built to keep it quiet.

And then there is the moment it becomes visible to everyone but the
patient. The long-tenured, capped, expensive employee is, in the
language of Argument Four, fully legible in the organisation's trajectory
data — a known quantity in the calibration session, a flagged line in the
succession grid, a name spoken carefully in the manager network. They
have become the elephant in the room: a fact everyone in the room can
see, no one will name, and the subject least of all. The asymmetry that
ran for a century between employer and worker reaches its cruellest
local maximum here, in the person whose decline is common knowledge
to every party except the one living it. 

The only ticket that does not expire

The structural escape is the same in both forms, though the two forms make it very differently difficult

to take. I N F E R E N C E  Every specific skill depreciates, and there is good reason to think the half-life

of a marketable competence shortens with each cycle as the frontier moves faster — which means that in

any regime where you are re-priced against the current state of the art, a static skill set is a wasting asset

on a clock you cannot see. The only asset that does not depreciate is the meta-skill of acquiring new

ones: the capacity to reinvent. It is the single hedge that travels across both employment forms and

across the ceiling itself, because it does not raise your position on a fixed curve — it lets you step onto a

new curve entirely, which is the one move the geometry of Argument Two cannot defeat.

The thing that keeps a person in the game, then, is not a credential or a title or a tenure. It is the refusal

to let any single skill harden into an identity, because an identity built on a depreciating asset

depreciates with it. And here the two forms of the bargain diverge one final time, which is the whole



reason this argument sits where it does. Contracting forces reinvention: the market stops renewing

the stale, so the contractor renews or exits, and the structure does the disciplining. Full-time

employment merely permits it: the structure rewards staying still and pays you, comfortably, to do

exactly that. Reinvention is therefore hardest to summon in precisely the place where it is least

necessary to survive the next quarter and most necessary to survive the next decade. The insulation that

makes the FTE feel safe is the same insulation that removes the pressure to stay sharp — and removes,

too, the signal that would tell them they have stopped.

T H E  N E X T  F I F T E E N  Y E A R S

What the Market Looks Like When Trajectory
Intelligence Commoditises

P R E D I C T I O N  What follows is forecast, not fact, and I'll flag the load-bearing uncertainties as I go.

Assume that over the next fifteen years credible, outcome-validated trajectory intelligence becomes

cheap and widely held — the way home valuations did once a listings database was scraped into a public

estimate. The change to real estate is the closest analogue we have, and it is instructive: the listing price

stopped being a privately held secret, the information asymmetry between agent and buyer collapsed,

the industry that had monetised the asymmetry was forced to re-justify its fees, and the negotiation re-

priced around a shared number that both sides could see. Something structurally similar is the base

case for careers.

the winners are identifiaBle. Early adopters benefit most acutely, re-pricing and redirecting while

the information is still scarce enough to constitute an edge. But the largest and most durable

beneficiaries are the workers in the middle of the distribution — the Elenas — who have the most to gain

from seeing a ceiling early enough to do something other than hit it. For the genuinely exceptional,

trajectory intelligence mostly confirms what their inbound interest already tells them. For the middle, it

is the difference between a redirect at forty and a reckoning at fifty. The efficiency gains, if they

materialise, accrue disproportionately to the people the current system serves worst.

the losers are equally identifiaBle. The clearest is the employer's information rent, the century-

old surplus extracted from the quietly underpaid and content. The career-comfort industry in its present

form — the optimisers, the engagement-maximising platforms, the retainer coaches — faces the choice

✦  ✦  ✦



that confronted travel agents and stockbrokers when their information monopolies dissolved: re-found

the business on genuine value or contract toward irrelevance. And, uncomfortably, some workers lose

too. A trajectory read that becomes legible to the individual also becomes, in principle, legible to others

— and a labour market where ceilings are visible and priced is harsher to those approaching them than

one in which the ceiling could be politely ignored by everyone at once.

The structural changes follow from the re-pricing. Negotiation
reorganises around shared data rather than asymmetric guesswork.
Tenure likely shortens further, and "loyalty" continues its decline from
virtue to vestige once its informational basis — the worker's inability to
see better options — disappears. Career planning starts to resemble
portfolio management: a set of bets allocated against visible odds rather
than a single path walked on faith. 

But the forecast comes with a warning that the optimistic version tends to omit. The asymmetry may

not close so much as relocate. If credible trajectory intelligence is unevenly distributed — available

to the already-advantaged, the already-literate, the already-connected, before it reaches everyone else —

then the old information divide between employer and worker is simply replaced by a new one between

workers who can read their trajectory and workers who cannot. An instrument that promises to

democratise career navigation could, distributed carelessly, concentrate advantage instead. Whether

this technology equalises or stratifies is not determined by the technology. It is determined by who gets

access, and on what terms — and that, I'd argue, is the question the field is currently not serious enough

about.

Employers will not stand still either. The most likely response is not suppression — data is hard to

suppress once it exists — but co-option. Expect organisations to build or licence their own trajectory

tools and offer the read internally: here is your honest standing with us, and here is the development

plan that follows. Radical transparency becomes a recruiting and retention edge precisely because it

neutralises the threat of the external instrument. The firm that shows you your file before a third party

does has converted its oldest source of power into its newest source of loyalty. That this is plausibly

good for workers and good for the firm at once is what makes it the likeliest equilibrium.



I should be honest about the ways this forecast fails. Adoption could stall on credibility — if early

systems over-promise and resolve poorly, they could poison the category for a generation. Regulation

could constrain what trajectory data may be collected or surfaced. And the deepest risk is the one

Argument Three already conceded: careers may simply be too entangled with luck for outcomes to

resolve cleanly enough to predict, in which case the instruments stay closer to sophisticated inference

than to true prediction, and the revolution is a strong evolution instead. Any of these would slow the

timeline. None, I'd argue, reverses the direction.

T H E  P R O V O C A T I O N

The Decision You Are Actually Making

Return to Elena, archiving the recruiter message on a Thursday evening, experiencing it as a

minor interruption rather than as the signal it is. She is, at this moment, making a career decision

— not the one she thinks. She believes the decisions that matter are which role to take, which offer

to accept, when to move. Those are real, but they are downstream. The decision underneath them,

the one she is making tonight without noticing, is whether to operate with an accurate read of her

trajectory or without one.

For most knowledge workers, that will be the most consequential career decision of the coming

decade — not which job, but whether to know. Every specific choice that follows is shaped by it.

You cannot negotiate well for a position you cannot see. You cannot redirect from a path whose

closing you have not registered. You cannot allocate a career like a portfolio if you are forbidden

the prices. The choice to know, or not to, sits beneath all the others and silently determines their

quality.

✦  ✦  ✦



The reason this has not been framed as a decision is that, until recently, it was not one. You could

not choose to read your trajectory accurately, because no credible instrument for doing so existed.

Ignorance was the default because it was the only option, and an industry grew comfortable

around the assumption that it always would be. That assumption is expiring. The instruments to

read a trajectory honestly are arriving — imperfect, early, contested on exactly the credibility

grounds this paper has insisted matter, but arriving. What was a fixed condition of working life is

becoming a choice.

The asymmetry does not vanish when the instrument
exists. It relocates — to the gap between those who look

and those who would rather not.

Which is the final turn, and the uncomfortable one. The closing of the old asymmetry opens a new

one, and it is no longer imposed from outside. The last to know, in the era now beginning, will not

be the people the system kept in the dark. They will be the people who, handed the instrument,

chose not to read it — who preferred the comfort to the clarity, and called the preference wisdom.

The tools to have an accurate read on where a career is going now exist, or are close enough that

their existence is no longer in doubt. The only open question is who uses them.

T H E  S T U D I O
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