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Getting through career crises: Insights from history, philosophy and research 

 

Perpetually struggling for that elusive life-work balance? Got a job, then lost a job? 

Missed out on your next career goal? Told your performance needs managed? Feel 

abjectly disconnected from your workplace and those in it? Serially rejected from 

everything important you touch? Our careers and work can go awry in so many 

different ways.  

Whether related to work focus, decisions, or outcomes – career setbacks can 

be minor annoyances but on other occasions can leave us reeling: questioning 

fundamental aspects of ourselves, our life in academia and, at its worse, whether life 

can even go on. Not unlike grieving (Kubler-Ross 1979),crises often comes with 

shifting denial, anger, bargaining, and depression- even bereavement (Brown 2015). 

Notably, no one is immune: career crises can happen at any stage and bring a wide 

range of associated mental health challenges for students (Evans et al. 2018, Nature 

Editorial 2018) and seasoned professors alike (Guthrie et al. 2017). 

 

The nature and challenges of academic work 

Our common responses to career crises are understandable. For example, research 

indicates that in response to failure, it’s common to get defensive, reduce aspirations 

or ambition, plan to play or even cheat the system next time into your favour, or 

make yourself feel better via looking down and criticizing other people harshly 

(Dweck 2008). All these serve to buttress our own sense of ourselves as ‘successful’ 

academics - but ultimately are either unethical or unhelpful to both work and 

wellbeing (Clark  and Sousa 2018b). As extreme knowledge work (Clark and Sousa 

2018), our academic work can fail in a plethora of ways at virtually every stage: the 



wrong work done right, the right work done wrong.  Yet, academic workplace 

cultures seldom fully recognize the prevalence and dominance of failure in academic 

work (Clark and Thompson 2013). Failure is often associated wrongly with poor 

quality work, low competency, and personal inadequacy rather than a healthy 

symptom of doing creative and innovative work in systems that tend to reward 

steadiness, conformity and conservatism.   

 In the face of someone in a career crisis, it is telling how organizations, 

departments and colleagues respond.  Attributions around career crises can be 

curiously bipolar. In the midst of a personal crisis, it’s tempting to rail against 

seemingly unfair systems, processes or other people. Conversely, when others 

experience crises: individualism often prevails at the expense of empathy. 

Accusations can fly about the supposed failings of the person in the crises  - 

inadequacies in their skills, attitude or approach. While nursing is often viewed as a 

caring discipline focused around community and compassion, our departments can 

be all too prone to such approaches.   

Yet, crises as outcomes from ‘complexity’ require attention to both individual 

and broader factors. This is similar to other ‘complex’ phenomena, such as poverty, 

around which McGarvey (2017; p. 125) comments: 

“A pathological belief that only the state can resolve the issue is both disempowering 
and self defeating in the short and medium term. This is not submission; this is to 
acknowledge the complexity of the matter…Choosing to confront the hard truth of 
these issues is streamlining things to make us more effective, both as individuals 
and as communities. But one thing we have to concede, is part of the solution lies in 
the individual striving to take responsibility is not about blame, it’s about honestly 
trying to identify what pieces of the puzzle are within our capacity to deal with.” 
 

As such, no matter the nature of our crises, we should still own and try to use our 

perceptions and actions.  Although managers or systems can undoubtedly cause, 



contribute to or exacerbate difficulties in our work and workplaces, we should not shy 

away from confronting the issues facing us and seeing how we can, in a constructive 

way, challenge and influence the systems in which we operate.  As academics we 

have a comparatively high degree of flexibility in, and control over, our work, which 

is, or should be, mind enhancing, purposeful and pleasurable. However, steely 

focused, determination and resilience are needed to navigate the many complexities 

of the academic systems in which we work- using our talents and time without having 

to grovel, apologise, flatter or make excuses and deciding what ideals are worth 

fighting for. How then can we respond well to career crises? 

 

1. Focus on what you can control 

As the ancient Stoics taught: events are indifferent to our emotions. 

Accordingly, in any career crisis recognize and focus on what you individually can 

control that may help or help you feel better.  Marcus Aurelius famously reduced this 

to three main facets: our perceptions, our will, and our actions (Aurelius 2003). Each 

of these can also be underpinned by our personal values – who we are, what we 

stand for, and who we stand with. Academic workplaces and their systems of merit 

provide unintended incentives for compromising personal values associated with 

sound science and healthy respect (Clark et al. 2015).  Yet it’s our own values that 

provide the deep and transcending motivation for our work (Sinek 2009). 

 Personal values can be controlled but also sustain us through difficult times. 

In the midst of a career crises, avoid railing against supposed sources of ills but 

instead return to our personal values and focus on ensuring these are central to our 

perceptions, will and actions at all times.   

 



2. Try not to get bitter or defensive 

It’s beneficial to fully and honestly share our feelings about our crisis. But doing this 

for too long, too widely or in inappropriate situations is unlikely to help our situation 

or make us feel much better. Faced with feelings of humiliation or shame, the 

academic and writer Brene Brown urges us to complete a “Shitty First Draft” (Brown 

2015) – taking time to write down, unedited, a stream of free writing about our crisis. 

Leave nothing out.  It’s important when doing this to not supress your emotions or 

worst thoughts – it is this suppression that often contributes most to enduringly 

negative emotions. While the mere act of writing about your crises unedited can be 

helpful, you can also share your writing with very close others. From this writing, 

Brown suggests we then set very firm boundaries – based on our values – for our 

own conduct :  what behaviours from ourselves and others are ‘okay’ and ‘not okay’ 

– “I will not let myself spend to much time being negative”, “I will not respond to 

others’ hurtful actions by dwelling on my own hurt”, “I will not attend that meeting with 

that person”. Fully and systematically setting our boundaries, better ensure our own 

conduct accords more with our own values and fosters empowerment.  

 

3. Remember: usually it’s not about you 

Career crises often foster shame towards our self: why did we let ourselves end up 

in this predicament? Why did we not behave differently in a past situation or better 

stand our ground?  Regrets and recriminations can abound.  It is important to 

recognize how we individually contributed to difficult situations. Yet, the complexities 

of academic work and workplaces (Clark and Sousa 2018) mean that seldom does a 

single factor or any one person lead to negative outcomes. Usually negative conduct 

is as more a product of coalescing aspects of individuals and their working cultures 



rather than the actions or non-actions of one individual alone, including yourself. As 

such, crises are often not about us. In organizations, as complex systems, events 

can often happen based on all manner of misperceptions, assumptions and biases 

that bare little relation to our personal conduct or characteristics. It’s useful to see 

our crises as unfortunate but inevitable consequences of doing knowledge work in 

systems that often produce and perpetuate perverse outcomes. Sometimes, this 

complexity, can lead to failures – but at other times can lead to undeserved 

successes. Irrespective: it’s not necessarily about us.  

 

4. Be wary of extrapolating 

When doing work, due to this complexity, we necessarily tell ourselves many 

ultimately unfounded “stories” about other people’s motivations, actions and intent. 

Undoubtedly, inappropriate academic conduct arises from questionable values and 

motivations combined with cultures that avoid rather than address these behaviours. 

Yet, be wary of going too far in telling ourselves a negative story about others. Often 

inappropriate conduct arises from insecurity or lack of confidence – rather than pure 

malevolence. As such, perpetrators and enablers of inappropriate conduct are 

unlikely to alter their behaviour if they are ‘called out’ on this conduct in group 

situations or meetings with those who were wronged. While workplace conduct 

boundaries should be non-negotiable norms that hold for everyone in the workplace, 

agents and enablers of inappropriate conduct should not be seen or handled as evil 

caricatures. Instead, focus on their behaviours and be wary of extrapolating into any 

supposed motivations, characteristics or weaknesses that influence these actions. 

 

 5.  Use precedents and find your learning 



There’s no room for inappropriate conduct in arts and science because that room, 

frankly, is full already!  Often with successful people. Most of history’s most 

prominent innovators in science and the arts have faced being excluded, ridiculed 

and ostracised both professionally and personally at one or more stages in their 

career. In the arts, pioneers over centuries, including JMW Turner, Monet and 

Pollock, were sometimes cruelly derided by contemporaries. In technology, Steve 

Jobs was sacked from Apple. Scientists from Humphry Davy (who rose to being 

President of the Royal Society) to today’s researchers in climate change, have faced 

inappropriate personal and professional barbs and criticism.  Many female artists 

and scientists have been systematically excluded from due recognition and credit. 

While we can bemoan our own career injustices, regrettable as they are – we stand 

in good company with many world famous talents who have been subjected to 

unfairness. 

 What good can ever come from career crises? Unjust or hurtful though these 

are, ultimately, by bringing these crises back to our perceptions, will and actions, we 

can learn from our crises and become better at our work not only despite them but 

because of them. This growth mindset (Dweck 2008) – oriented always to how we 

can improve – paradoxically can help us be more successful for longer in work but 

ensure that though crises are unpleasant, the effects of them on us needed not be 

(Clark  and Sousa 2018a). 
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