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In previous generations, identity was largely inherited 
where these days it is now constructed. Today we are all 
architects of our own identities, yet we are still learning 
how to put together career blueprints. This is why the 
impasse has become increasingly prevalent.

THE IMPORTANCE OF IMPASSE

As Butler describes, “A life impasse fulfills a specific 
purpose in our psychological development. It is a call 
to return to and integrate aspects of our emotional and 
psychological being that have been set aside because of 
competing life circumstances.”

Butler explains that there are six phases of impasse, as 
described below. These phases are not rigidly linear – there 
is constant back and forth between the different stages.

1. SENSING

The first phase is to sense an impasse. The automatic 
response, and the one which everyone takes, is to keep on 
going anyway and pushing through – pulling more hours, 
trying to shuffle around the current arrangement, trying to 
figure out how to make the current situation work through 
adjusting small daily habits.

2. GETTING STUCK

The second phase sees the crisis deepening – the small 
adjustments don’t seem to be working and emotionally 
there is a sense of being stuck. Old issues emerge and the 
inner critic flares up and becomes louder than ever.
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3. REALISING

The third phase is to realise that the entire old way of 
thinking isn’t working. We begin to accept the situation 
with a more open outlook.

4. OPENING UP

The fourth phase pushes us to listen to what we may not 
have heard before and to open up to new information. 
We are pushed to new levels of understanding and we are 
forced to go deeper with exploring why we are stuck.

5. BECOMING AWARE

The fifth phase is an increased insight into patterns of 
the self - awareness of what environments we enjoy, our 
deepest values, what matters to us. As we grow older we 
have the possibility of gaining insight into our own patterns 
and our own deepest interests and whether or not they are 
expressed through certain roles.

6. ACTING

The sixth and final phase is about taking action, without 
which the benefits of an impasse cannot really be 
experienced. We take some action that shows that we 
have been through the impasse, learned what we needed 
to observe, and can now go out into the world armed with 
these lessons.
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SAM’S STORY:  
“THE ACCIDENTAL LAWYER”

Sam worked with us at Escape after leaving a legal career, 
to learn more about content and marketing. As I learned 
more about his transition, I began to appreciate the 
eloquence with which he expressed his story. Because the 
undercurrent of his story matched what I had observed 
from many other members before him, we will follow Sam’s 
story throughout this guide.

His episode exemplifies the impasse that Butler describes 
– feeling trapped between what we are doing and what we 
yearn to do; being stuck between what we had hoped for 
and what we have been given; remaining glued to what 
is familiar yet aching to explore the unknown; living in 
emotional purgatory and wanting to taste excitement again.

The first stage of Sam’s story demonstrates what the initial 
stages of impasse often look like.

* * *

I was a solicitor for a while, though I never really felt like one. I 
had no affinity with the profession, the role or the work, and as 
far as I could tell, I was really only a solicitor according to my 
CV and my LinkedIn profile. Calling myself a solicitor was kind 
of like calling yourself a guitarist because you happen to have 
a guitar in your bedroom: the accoutrements don’t necessarily 
reflect the substance.

Such was my almost immediate disillusionment with my corporate 
role that I spent the huge majority of my time thinking about 



34 LEAVING LAW

what I would do when I left law. My next move was the kind 
of thing I was passionate about and could get excited about. I 
couldn’t get excited about law.

I had fallen haphazardly into a legal training contract – a 
result of it being an easy option, the obvious choice following my 
law degree and a relative financial boon. Doubtless my decision 
was also in part down to cowardice, and embarrassingly, a 
preoccupation with maintaining the perception of parity with 
my peer group. This is the single most ridiculous reason for my 
choice, but it seems to be a common pressure in terms of career 
decisions.

I knew after a week that I was in the wrong career, and although 
I regularly challenged myself to re-commit, re-motivate and 
reassess how I could get the most from my job, it was useless: I 
was in the wrong place doing the wrong thing.

I tried working with different people and I tried doing different 
work. I tried pretending that I cared about the projects I was 
working on, and I tried a slapdash approach based on a public 
display of not caring. None of this made the experience any less 
of a chore. To spend such a huge amount of time persevering with 
an endless chore dressed up as a corporate treadmill is soul-
destroying. I didn’t want to be there, and I had no enthusiasm 
for the work that I was supposed to be doing.

Well, no matter, I thought; decision made, now get on with your 
life. Just bag a couple of international secondments and get out 
of there. And that’s what I did: I spent six months criss-crossing 
beaches in Southeast Asia, followed by six months in a Jacuzzi 
in Moscow. Not a bad stint, certainly. But the fact that I had 
two such incredible experiences and still maintained such an 
overriding negative impression demonstrates the extent to which 
I felt stifled by my job.
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For all the beaches and banyas that my sojourns abroad had 
offered me, I had spent two and a half years doing unstimulating, 
unfulfilling and seemingly inconsequential work. I had sacrificed 
an awful lot in terms of evenings, weekends and relationships – 
essentially my freedom to enjoy life.

Ultimately, I had sacrificed my happiness, and the question I 
kept asking myself was why?

There are a number of easy answers: stability, security later 
in life, a means to an end (“put in your time now so as to set 
yourself up for later on”), and probably the most persistent 
justification of all – money.

The money was good, of course (although some way from being 
as good as my peers working in finance). And I happily spent the 
money (inevitably, you spend what you earn), although I did so 
frivolously, seeking short-term gratification in order to make up 
for the drudgery of my normal working life.

Sadly, short-term gratification is inherently illusory. What’s 
worse is that I found that even this was undermined by a 
nagging preoccupation with my professional dissatisfaction. It 
wasn’t that I couldn’t switch off from the work (I can’t claim to 
have been switched on that much!) but rather that I couldn’t 
switch off from a sense of neither fulfilling my potential, nor 
committing to my aspirations.

I couldn’t reconcile the work that I was doing with the notion 
that I hadn’t spent years of effort jumping through academic 
hoops to end up with such a dismal sense of apathy regarding 
my work. It was all so dispiriting.

Ultimately, my problem was show-stoppingly simple and 
abundantly clear to me: my work negated my happiness. And 
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to buy into work that has that kind of impact takes some 
justification.

* * *

While different things can trigger each person’s impasse, 
what each trigger has in common is that it is a wake-up 
call – as Butler says, an impasse is “a request for us to 
change our way of thinking about ourselves and our place 
in the world.”

Here are some examples of what triggered others to start 
considering a career change.

JIM

Co-founder of Blunt Communications, a PR consultancy, 
and bragitup.com, which curates the web’s best deals.

“My wife had recently given birth to our son George when 
I had an appraisal meeting with a number of partners. 
There were no problems with the appraisal until one of 
the partners suggested that I should be writing more legal 
articles.

At that point I thought that they didn’t really know much 
about me and that the last thing I would want to do, with 
a young child at home, would be to write an esoteric piece 
that nobody would read. I had also reached a point where I 
was working on other businesses, and thought, ‘that should 
be me instructing lawyers!’”

DEANNE

A creative script editor and producer in television and 
film, with a wide range of skills in all areas of production. 
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“I had a niggling sense that there was more to life than 
reading corporate finance documents until 2am. There was 
also a desire to try and make a go of the only career path 
that had ever interested me, even if I failed.

Having to go into work on a Saturday with a raging hangover 
and a bucket of KFC to spend 12 hours reviewing documents 
that bored me silly was a definite low point. But it was more 
a growing sense of doom that I had made a terrible mistake 
with my choice of career and if I didn’t do something soon, 
I could be trapped there forever.”

ALISON

Operates Chez Serre Chevalier, a boutique UK 
tour company offering tailor-made holidays.

“Like most solicitors, by four of five years after qualifying 
you start thinking about the future and, in particular, 
whether it may be possible to become a partner.

I started thinking about the bigger picture: did I want to 
live in London for the foreseeable future; was I prepared 
to continue with the working demands of a city lawyer; and 
were there other things I would like to achieve?

As I was pondering these issues, my partner’s cousin Jackie, 
who had been diagnosed with terminal cancer and was just 
two years older than me, very sadly passed away. It was a 
huge shock to us both. It made us realise that it is all too 
easy to talk about changing your life, but if we were serious 
about following our dreams then it was time to take a risk 
and do something about it.”
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THE PATH THROUGH IMPASSE

If you’re reading this, it is more than likely that you’re at 
the first, second or third stage of an impasse. However, 
to move through the impasse, it must first be accepted. 
Instead of avoiding and fearing it, each of these Escape 
members built the ability to accept and experience darker 
times as part of a longer cycle of creativity and change. As 
Butler explains, “They are able to say, ‘This condition, this 
feeling state is something I am going through, rather than 
something I am.’”

This guide helps you move through your own impasse 
by outlining the actions you can take. Action helps you 
to gather new experiences and new data points for your 
decision-making process. The alternative is failing to take 
action and remaining stuck in the same cycle of frustration 
and despair without any information about new routes or 
possibilities.

How we move through impasse is explored in the following 
chapters. We explore how to trace the hidden barriers 
preventing you from starting to escape, how to assess 
where you’re at and how to map an escape route through 
experimenting strategically and preparing financially.

An impasse is like your computer’s operating system 
prompting you to update the software. It is a signal that 
our cognitive map of life and the way we fit into the world 
is outdated. We all carry ideas about our place in the world 
yet that cognitive map never completely matches reality, 
which is forever changing. When our typical approaches 
fail, it is a sign that we need to alter our entire outlook and 
treatment of the problem.
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That is why, at the event that night in the Hub Westminster, 
I felt mixed emotions as I told my friend to take her seat. 
Of course it’s not fun to sense melancholy in someone you 
care about. But part of me was excited for her. I knew that 
she wasn’t having a ‘quarter-life crisis’ – she was at the 
first stage of an impasse. And I was curious to see where it 
would take her.

IN A NUTSHELL

 » An impasse is a completely natural psychological 
stage: it often looks like a down mood, frustration, 
or depression, but without going through this growth 
process, we cannot grow, change, and – eventually – live 
more fully in a larger world.

 » The career choices that our generation faces are more 
complex than those of our predecessors and so we are 
likely to face an impasse more frequently than our 
parents did.

 » There are six phases of impasse, yet we can only progress 
through each of them when we accept and increase our 
self-awareness instead of resisting or running away 
from what is going on inside us.

FURTHER RESOURCES

 » Butler, Timothy. Getting Unstuck: A Guide to Discovering 
Your Next Career Path. Harvard Business Review, 2009. 
Print.

 » Hall, Sam. “Is It Worth Being Unhappy in Your 
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Profession?” Escape the City. 26 Mar. 2014. Web. 10 Nov. 
2014. <http://www.escapethecity.org/blog/get-unstuck/
worth-unhappy-profession>

 » Ritter, Devo. “What to Do When You Don’t Want to Be 
a Lawyer Anymore.” The Muse. 21 Mar. 2014. Web. 9 
June 2015. <https://www.themuse.com/advice/life-after-
law-what-to-do-when-you-dont-want-to-be-a-lawyer-
anymore>

EXERCISES

 » Read more about Timothy Butler’s approach to impasse 
in this article:

Lagace, Martha. “Feeling Stuck? Getting Past Impasse.” 
Harvard Business School Working Knowledge. 25 Apr. 2007. 
Web. 10 Nov. 2014. <http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/5548.
html/>

 » Do Timothy Butler’s 100 Jobs exercise. As he describes: 
“It has nothing to do with jobs. It’s a way of helping 
a person identify the core themes, dynamic tensions, 
and images that are trying to emerge at this particular 
moment in his or her life.”

 » You can find a version of the 100 Jobs exercise, adapted 
from Getting Unstuck, here: http://alumni-prod-acquia.
gsb.stanford.edu//sites/default/files/The_100_Jobs_
Exercise.pdf (Chan, Andy. The 100 Jobs Exercise. 2008)


