REASSESS THE 'CAREER LADDER' CONCEPT

The career ladder concept should be withdrawn from use in many traditional venues.  This image of a single vertical ascent path with stable steps to advance toward a single clear goal is often irrelevant today.  It should be replaced with the metaphor of a climbing wall.  

This recreational and physical fitness training device has hand- and foot-holds spaced at irregular places on the wall to provide multiple paths to the top.  The possible ascent paths are not necessarily obvious to the untrained eye.

Climbers with different physical attributes, such as height, weight, strength and agility, different risk-taking preferences, and different responses to new challenges, will approach the wall with different strategies to succeed.  In fact, climber definitions of 'success' will differ. 

The spacing of the hand- and foot-holds typically favors tall over short, young over old, healthy over infirm, and sighted over those who cannot see the pattern of possible paths to the top.  The location of the hand- and foot-holds might be changed periodically to refresh the challenge faced.  Some of the hand- and foot-holds can be removed to increase the level of difficulty--this might be done at the lowest, intermediate or highest parts of the wall.

Safety harnesses are required in most cases.  Without a safety harness, those who dislike danger would be expected to change their climbing strategy; some would decide not to try at all.  

The consequences of 'falling' depend on the rules of the climb and the safety harness handler's actions.  A climber might be held in place and allowed to renew the climb from the point of 'displacement', be required to start over from the bottom, or be asked to go to the end of the queue of those waiting before another attempt is allowed.  And, speaking of 'the queue', the waiting time to get a chance to try the ascent depends on how many other people have assembled with the same objective, and whether VIP line-cutting privileges are extended.


The climbing wall metaphor for today's labor market dynamics works because:

· It describes alternative paths to the top--"even a C student can be President."  
· It describes the unevenness of the challenge faced by those who are about to start, or renew, the pursuit of a chosen labor market goal.
· It describes different definitions of workforce 'success'.  
· It describes the impact of changes in the rules of the game, which require repeated adaptation to continue the pursuit of one's chosen goal.  
· It describes the phenomenon of 'displacement' and offers different scenarios of what happens next contingent upon the rules and whether assistance is available. 
· It describes the dependence of one person's opportunity to begin the pursuit of a chosen labor market goal on the number of other aspirants in the queue at the same location and time.
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