
EDGE OF THE CURVE ESSAY 01  |  WORK FIT

edgeofthecurve.com 1

When the interesting part is over 
too soon
Learning a job quickly is not the same as finding work that fits. What matters is 

what remains once the first learning curve has levelled off.

Nic Kaftan

At first, the new role is absorbing. There is a field to understand, a system to read and a set 

of unwritten rules to work out. Before long, the pieces begin to connect. You know who 

matters, where decisions are really made and where the process will reliably get stuck.

From the outside, things are going well. You make decisions faster, appear more assured 

and  are  trusted  with  more.  Yet  the  character  of  the  work  has  changed.  What  once 

demanded  attention  is  now predictable.  The  problems  have  not  disappeared;  they  are 

simply no longer new. More of your time goes into coordination, repetition and patiently 

steering familiar processes around familiar obstacles.

You may wonder why you are restless again. You chose the role carefully. The people are 

good,  the  conditions  reasonable  and  the  responsibility  real.  Still,  the  work  has  lost 

substance sooner than you expected.

It  is easy to call  this a problem with motivation. Sometimes it  is.  But there is another 

possibility: the learning curve that held your attention has flattened, and what comes after 

it does not offer enough depth, development or room to act.

Mastery and fit are not the same thing

Most careers treat quick mastery as an unqualified success. If you are good at something, 

the obvious next step is more responsibility, deeper specialisation or promotion along the 

same track. Often, that works. But being able to do a job well does not tell you whether the 

job will continue to fit.

Some people are most engaged while a field is still difficult to read: when they are finding 

the  underlying  logic,  joining  information  together  and  creating  order  from something 

unclear.  Once that order exists,  the work changes. It  becomes a matter of maintaining, 

repeating, scaling and coordinating. Those tasks may still be demanding, but they call for a 
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different kind of attention. Enjoying the first phase does not guarantee that you will enjoy 

the second.

If you learn unusually quickly or see patterns early, you may reach that transition sooner 

than other people. This proves nothing about a label or category. It is simply one possible 

explanation when the same sequence appears across several roles: rapid learning, early 

confidence and a gradual loss of interest.

The important question is no longer “Can I do this work?” but 
“What does the work ask of me once I can?”

Challenge and friction are different things

A job can be insufficiently challenging and thoroughly exhausting at the same time. The 

contradiction disappears once challenge is separated from friction.

Challenge comes from a problem worth thinking about: an unfamiliar situation, a difficult 

trade-off, a new field or a decision with real consequences. Friction sits around the work: 

unclear ownership, avoidable meetings, the same explanation for the third time, political 

caution, or a process that creates movement without progress.

Both take energy, but not in the same way. A complex problem can be tiring and still leave 

you feeling alive. High friction with little intellectual challenge creates a different sort of 

fatigue. You have done a great deal, but very little of it required the judgement you most 

wanted to use.

Adding more work rarely fixes this. It increases volume, not depth. Promotion is not an 

automatic  answer  either.  It  may  bring  more  influence,  but  it  can  also  bring  more 

coordination and even less time for the work that held your interest in the first place.

Being useful can keep the pattern in place

Quick understanding and adaptability make it possible to perform well in a role that only 

partly fits.  You bring order to vague briefs,  fill  gaps and pick up problems that do not 

clearly belong to anyone. The organisation experiences you as useful. That can make it 

harder to notice that you are not being used particularly well.

Over time, usefulness becomes a role of its own. You are called when something is unclear 

or difficult, but are not always given the authority to change the structure causing the 

problem. You solve issues that return because their source sits  outside your remit.  The 

result is plenty of work and responsibility, but not necessarily much learning.

This is how someone can be under-challenged and overloaded at once. The whole job is 

neither too easy nor too hard. The wrong parts simply take up too much space.
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A  new  role  may  reset  the  curve  without  solving  the 
problem

When the appeal has gone, moving on seems sensible. A new sector, a larger remit or self-

employment promises movement again - and often provides it. There is a fresh learning 

curve. That may be exactly what is needed.

But without a closer look, the scenery may change while the pattern stays intact. The new 

role  feels  alive because much of  it  is  unknown.  Once you have understood it,  the old 

questions return. You may have chosen again on subject and status when other conditions 

matter more:  the  length of  the learning cycle,  the  quality  of  the  problems,  the people 

available to think with, real authority to decide, or the chance to change something after 

analysing it.

That does  not  make earlier  moves mistakes.  Repetition is  information.  It  shows which 

phase of a role engages you and what tends to disappear afterwards.

Treat your career as evidence

Before  deciding whether  to  stay or  leave,  look across  several  roles.  The aim is  not  to 

construct a tidy story after the event. It is to notice the transitions that repeat.

When did each role still feel alive? When did it become predictable? Which kinds of work 

remained  demanding  after  the  novelty  had  gone?  What  increased  instead  -  routine, 

coordination,  responsibility without influence? Once you understood the job,  were you 

allowed to shape it, or mainly expected to keep delivering it? Which forms of effort were 

satisfying, and which merely consumed you?

This wider view helps distinguish one disappointing period from a more stable pattern. It 

also tests whether the work itself is really the issue. At times, the missing ingredient is not 

challenge or autonomy but rest,  clearer priorities or a dependable structure. Sometimes 

impatience is part of the problem. A question about fit does not become more accurate by 

blaming every difficulty on the environment.

What needs to be clear before the next move

“I am bored” is useful information, but not yet a basis for a sound decision. The conditions 

that hold your attention need to be described more precisely.

How quickly does a problem need to evolve for you to keep learning? Could one field 

remain interesting if the questions became deeper over time? Do you most want to analyse, 

build, decide or shape? How much repetition is a reasonable part of good work, and when 

does it become the job? Which responsibilities bring real authority, and which merely add 

weight?

Different answers point to different moves. The current role might be reshaped. You might 

need a project  remit,  a  better balance between building and running,  more demanding 
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people to think with,  or a different organisation. A move may indeed be right.  Or the 

review may show that the whole role is not wrong; one part of it needs to be renegotiated.

The work does not simply need to become harder

People who master work quickly do not necessarily need more pressure, longer hours or a 

steeper career. Nor is there one perfect job that will remain interesting forever.

What may matter is  a recurring set  of conditions:  enough depth, learning that renews 

itself, useful influence, good thinking partners, and a reasonable balance between challenge 

and friction.

Doing a job well is only half the question. The other half is whether, after the first learning 

curve, it still asks you to use your judgement on something that matters to you.

A note on the evidence

Not everyone who learns quickly follows this pattern, and the pattern itself does not establish 

anything about cognitive ability. Research suggests that learning opportunities, autonomy and 

appropriate challenge can matter. The account above is a practical pattern to investigate, not a 

rule.
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