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Context to the nugget 

Bruce speaks about the notion that transitions happen to us all the time and not at a particular stage 
of life. He specifically talks about the limitations of the transition model espoused by Gail Sheehy 
who suggests that mid-life transitions often occur around late 30s and early 40s. He goes onto say 
that voluntary or involuntary transitions could happen at any time in our lives.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Just picking up on that Bruce you talk about we having moved from the 
notion of a midlife transition to a whenever life transition. What are some of the big shifts we need 
to make to thrive in this paradigm? 

Bruce Feiler (RS): So, the first thing I think would be helpful to have this conversation would be to 
realize that the idea of a of a midlife transition was a kind of brief accident of history that we now 
know to be not an accurate description of how we live. So, the idea was really originated in the 
1950s from a Canadian psychologist named Elliot Jaques, who when he first introduced the idea was 
laughed out of the room literally in London, and then he published paper in the early 1960s and he 
did not talk to anybody, did not research this in any way; he read 300 biographies of famous men. 
And in fact, he said I did not even read biographies of famous women because women have 
menopause and it would throw off the whole idea. Well, if menopause which is half the population 
experiences would throw off your idea like maybe there’s a problem with your idea and not the 
problem with women and then this idea was picked up by two researchers, one at UCLA and one at 
Yale and then the idea was popularized by a woman named Gail Sheehy, an American journalist who 
wrote an article and later a book called Passages about this idea and she popularized the idea of a 
midlife crisis. And the idea was that everybody does the same thing in their 20s, everyone does the 
same thing in their 30s and then everyone has a “midlife crisis” that begins at 39-and-a-half and 
must end by 44. That’s how prescriptive it was and the problem is, is that this is a bunk. Like we have 
these life disruptors, we have these lifequakes and they happen whenever they happen. Some 
people are born into a lifequake; may be one of their parents dies or maybe their parents are getting 
divorced. Other people have a lifequake when they are teenagers that a parent dies or they get an 
illness or there’s a natural disaster. Other people have them in their 20s or 30s, 60s, 70s, they 
happen across the life. I mean just take the idea of a pandemic, okay. The entire planet has been 
going through a lifequake and a life transition since the pandemic first kind of became something 
that we all had to deal with. So, if you are between 39 and 44 you are having a midlife crisis, but if 
you are between 24 and 29, you are also having a life crisis and if you are between 67 and 72 you are 
also having a lifequake. So, the point is these happen across our life often when we don’t want them 
or when we least expect them. So, that’s the first thing to realize. The second thing to realize is that 
the lifequakes that we experience in our lives they may be voluntary or involuntary. 53% of 
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lifequakes in my study are involuntary. So, what’s an involuntary lifequake? An involuntary lifequake 
is you lose your job or you get a diagnosis or there’s a natural disaster or there’s a pandemic or your 
spouse cheats on you, okay? That’s an involuntary lifequake. But 47% of lifequakes are voluntary. So, 
what’s a voluntary lifequake? You choose to change your profession, you choose as you in fact did to 
move back home to take care of an aging relative, you cheat on your spouse. So, what’s interesting is 
that there’s a kind of a generational impact on this. So, like if you take the kind of a construct of baby 
boomers and gen X’ers and millennials like X’ers get this idea that life is nonlinear more intuitively 
than do baby boomers and millennials even more. So, millennials have kind of intuited or learned 
the idea that life involves more moves and job changes and we know by all data across multiple 
countries that people are spending less time in their jobs, and they are moving to jobs more 
frequently. So, it’s much more instinctual for younger people than it is for older people those of us 
kind of 50+ we are kind of haunted by the ghost of linearity. But so, back to this framework. So, like 
the lifequake can be voluntary or involuntary, but the life transition that comes out of it must be 
voluntary. You must choose to lean in and make the changes. So, anybody listening to us that feels 
like they are in a lifequake or one of these moments where they are unsure life is coming at you 
from all directions that may be beyond your control or maybe something that you are trying to 
control but one thing you can do to control it back to your initial question is say I am going to pick 
one aspect of this and that’s the transition I am going to go through. I am going to work on my 
personal life, or I am going to work on my beliefs or I am going to work on my professional life or I 
am going to spend more time with my children or give more back to my community or whatever it 
might be. So, pick one of the things that you are dealing with and let’s say that’s the transition that 
you are going to go through. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: If this topic of an anytime transition is of interest to you, do tune into my conversation with 
Lynda Gratton of London Business School. She is the co-author of the book 100 year life where she 
speaks about how we should think about our life choices very differently given the advances in 
healthcare and the fact that we all are likely to work till our 60s and 70s and beyond.  

She says that earlier we had a 3 phase approach to life – Study, Work and Retire. If you knew 
somebody’s age, you knew their stage. Now that whole model has been thrown out of the window. 
This requires us to make choices very differently. You can go to playtopotential.com and find Lynda 
Gratton in the Speakers section. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Inflection Points: Inflection points are when the notion of “what got you here won’t get you there” 
hold. Whether it is a company moving from a start-up to a scale-up or a leader moving from a CXO to 
a CEO role, these passages of play have to be navigated carefully as there is a high risk of derailment. 
You can access the playlist here. 
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Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Bruce Feiler - Nuggets  

 70.00 Bruce Feiler - The Full Conversation 

 70.01 Bruce Feiler - The Power of stories 

 70.02 Bruce Feiler - Happy Families and Agile Development 

 70.03 Bruce Feiler - What is the shape of your story 

 70.04 Bruce Feiler - Disruptors and Lifequakes 

 70.05 Bruce Feiler - Midlife to Whenever life transition 

 70.06 Bruce Feiler - Make sense from scars (not wounds) 

 70.07 Bruce Feiler - Shape-shifting instead of resilience 

 70.08 Bruce Feiler - Three phases of a transition 

 70.09 Bruce Feiler - Taking a leap of faith 

 70.10 Bruce Feiler - Role of money in transitions 

 70.11 Bruce Feiler - Role of a Sounding Board/Coach 

 70.12 Bruce Feiler - In Summary - Playing to Potential 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/740
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e
https://wa.me/918591452129
https://www.playtopotential.com/aboutthehost


Podcast Transcript 70.05 Bruce Feiler - Midlife to Whenever life transition 

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

4 

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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