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Navigating Careers
Without Pathways

Rethinking economic mobility in

a fragmented labor market.
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The linear career ladder is dead.

The Myth The Reality

|
46% of career transitions Fewer than half of low-wage |
represent lateral or backward workers report their current |
movement, rather than clear role advances them toward
advancement. their ideal career.

Predictable,
single-employer

progression. ; i ' Education |g
/ Stop-Out

Fragmented Pivot <
represent lateral or backward GV
movement, rather than clear

advancement.

Career mobility is no longer a one-time plan; it is an ongoing, dynamic process
of navigation requiring continuous sensemaking and adaptation.
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External shocks mandate continuous career pivoting.

Educational Stop-Outs

Nearly 40% of students at public
two-year colleges leave without
completing a credential, driven
by financial or family pressures.

Economic & W A\ H IS v( _

Industry Disruption g8 HER | Y . 3 Y Life Events

Post-pandemic volatility; ; ’ : L . .

e.g., only 27% of community . BN 4 F ' & Imm'gratlon

colleges had recovered A Over 2 million college-educated

enroliment by 2023. immigrants in the U.S. are
unemployed or underemployed

due to unrecognized
credentials—brain waste.

|l
=

Takeaway: Workers do not pivot
by choice; they are forced to
reroute by structural disruptions.
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The Navigation Ecosystem: Five conditions dictate mobility.

Information:
Access to reliable,
actionable labor market data.

Coaching: P+ N\ : - Networks:
Professional, resourced | -y , ' Social capital that bridges
institutional guidance. QE™ S income and sector divides.

Navigation
Capacity

Skills: Durable and / » , A Job Quality: Employment }
navigation-specific conditions that allow cognitive
competencies. space for planning. ’

Takeaway: Navigation capacity is not solely individual motivation. It is heavily constrained
or enabled by the presence of these five systemic infrastructure pillars.
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Information abundance exacerbates inequality without institutional clarity.

7 . N\ \LPP : _‘ - “ChatGPT hallucinating an
The Noise e VAT, S :’ % — A experience that they

(TikTok advice, algorithmic didn't have.
salary ranges, Al hallucinations)

iy ‘:{\'A'E Qj’i\i"- \Q"n‘."\:‘_ T — :
MDA SN % W4 A
SPGB 1in5
SO 3% rely on online tools, but only

%
DY
90 3K 38% of students trust them.

XL
2 \.0

%
X

Ghost Jobs & Scams

“I just feel as though it's
a bunch of ghost jobs.”

(Cont ext::l‘ifeg'.f.ﬂﬁ; ‘ Takeaway: We expect workers to

independently reconcile conflicting
algorithmic data. Without trusted

Teachers and counselors are rated most ! \ intermediaries, dlgltal abundance creates an
reliable, yet <12% of workers use them. informational tax on low-wage workers.
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Stratified networks trap workers in occupational clusters.

The Social Capital Matrix
l Primary Value i Limitation & Impact jﬁ

Leads to occupational clustering.

Strong Ties 771 | Emotional support, % | (Data: e
; : 2 | . fErey 8 ata: 31% of workers rely prlmanlyc{z
(Family/Friends) vz | immediate job placement. on family/friends).

|

Rare for low-wage workers; hard

Weak Ties —_| Exposure to new industries = .
(Cross-Sector Networks) | and workplace norms. I :‘2 S?ﬁﬁzzsn;'t)ﬁ?du;:;mcmred %"

Highly reliant on luck or proximity

Mentorship Validation, accountability, . E L
(Transformative Capital) % and tailored redirection. ’:gaecxhc:r;;tlgggtlc;?gwduaIs (eg. /&

Takeaway: Securing a job through a friend provides stability, but
cross-income “weak ties” and deep mentorship are required to
break the ceiling of occupational segregation.
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The Navigation Constraint Funnel: Survival precedes strategy.

1. Wages
(The Threshold)

!

3. Schedule
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Not all money is good
money, but base pay
dictates survival.

Dictates

\| “Cuando no tienen |/

buen transporte,
ya uno no lo coge”
- Boston home care
worker

YaAY
'A’A.
DX X
DX X

Unpredictable shifts
eliminate time for
study or interviews.

Hostile environments
destroy the capacity for
risk-taking and learning.

Takeaway: We often treat career planning as a lack of ambition, ignoring that unstable schedules
and low wages literally starve the cognitive capacity required for long-term navigation.
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The Missing Curriculum: We don't teach workers how to navigate.

r

| . Assumed Durable Skills Untaught Navigation Skills

D
S

= n E— = .
69%fcc>jfworl:<erskare . « Communication . DeC|S|on-mak|ng
confident they know what -

employers want, but + Teamwork under uncertainty

employers report massive .

gaps due to context- - Problem-solvmg

dependent workplace L

norms (e.g., the burden of

Less than half of workers |

- Adaptability (47%) and students (43%)
have a structured

- Self-advocacy decision-making process
for career choices.

=
“code-switching”). A ‘ .2 v
G- § R {@:} = ’
LW J% Y @/ " 7}:> ik

ANAN

Takeaway: Navigation competencies are developed entirely through costly trial and error.
They must be embedded into core educational curricula, not relegated to optional workshops.
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The Overloaded Guide: Institutional guidance is
structurally outmatched.

d
{1 Coach to 4,700 Students | [ scope Creep

Coaches must manage SNAP E&T, housing, and
childcare crises before discussing careers.

i -
Data Deficit

Forced to rely on the same opaque platforms
(LinkedIn, Indeed) as their clients.

Career Coach

=

=
Siloed Systems

Disconnected from academic faculty who hold
valuable industry connections.

=l

Takeaway: Effective coaching requires psychological
safety and deep context, functions that are impossible
to execute at current caseloads.

=l
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The Structural Deficit: We are treating systemic
failure as an individual shortcoming.

Individual Economic
Agency & Effort - - Mobility

Missing Shared _/
Infrastructure

\\ Structural Synthesis //

A The labyrinth is not a test of character; it is a design failure.
1 When workers fail to advance, it is rarely due to a lack of motivation or resilience.
It is because individual agency cannot out-navigate a broken system.

asking individuals to map the labyrinth, and instead build a functional transit system.
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The Infrastructure Blueprint: Building navigation capacity

6 System Alignment ———
& Intermediaries

Profes_sionalized 5
Coaching

Embedded =
Navigation Skills

Enabling Job —
Conditions

Broadened
Social
Networks

Curated &
Transparent

Information

Takeaway: These solutions
cannot be cherry-picked.
Incremental
improvements in job
postings mean nothing if
scheduling instability
prevents workers from
interviewing. Systemic
alignment is mandatory.
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Blueprint 1 & 2: Curating Truth and Engineering Exposure.

(Replacing the Noise).

Instead of raw algorithms, institutions must

contextualize data. Example: Dallas Community College’s
Labor Market Intelligence Center. Al can augment, but

/ human intermediaries must validate to prevent bias.

Engineered Social Capital % 1

L (Breaking Occupational Clusters). Treat social capital as a measurable outcome,
not a byproduct. Implement place-based investments (mixed-income anchor
institutions) and cohort-based mentoring to artificially engineer “weak ties”.

Takeaway: Information and networks must be actively engineered by trusted institutions to bridge
the divide between low-wage workers and high-growth sectors.
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Blueprint 3 & 4: Securing the Baseline
and Teaching the Map.

- — U

Navigation skills—decision-making under uncertainty,
self-advocacy, guided reflection—must be formally
assessed — core competencies, integrated at key
transition points, not optional add-ons.

»
]

O]
--—-wayfinding i
v Minimum thresholds for wages, predictable scheduling,
and wraparound supports (childcare, transit). Programs
must prioritize placement into roles that meet these
baseline criteria.

The Foundation

(Job Quality) Takeaway: We must build an economic floor that allows
for cognitive planning, while simultaneously teaching
the tactical skills required to navigate volatility.
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Blueprint 5 & 6: Professionalizing the Guides and Aligning the System.

Transit Control Center

The Human Element | \ | < : The Connectors
(Coaching) \ N\ [ s (Intermediaries)
Education g Government

» Sustainable funding for & Isiiing Services
manageable caseloads.

Community-embedded

/ N\ L\ intermediaries (e.g.,

« Standardized Jewish Vocational
professionalization - () —————o%: : ) > I Services, NextGen
(e.g., Virginia Career ‘ .\ \ B / \ ‘ Talent) must bridge
Coach Certification). N 294 the institutional silos

Y P Nl O\ 8 ; between education,

* Hybrid Al-human models | | : / ~® — N government, and
to scale administrative Ot 7 ' employers.
tasks while preserving : :
psychological safety.

Takeaway: Without coordinated intermediary organizations and professionalized coaching, the
burden of mapping the fragmented labor market falls entirely on the worker.
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From Trial-and-Error to Shared Infrastructure.

SHARED SERVICES ROUTE

g S

As labor markets grow more dynamic and less
predictable, mobility will depend less on individual
resilience and more on the systems built to support it. CONNECTOR

(/| Acknowledge the fragmented reality:
Careers are pivots, not ladders.

Address the five systemic constraints
collectively, not in isolation.

Invest heavily in the connective tissue:

coaches, intermediaries, and curated data.

SKILL PATHWAY

OPPORTUNITY

" EARNTRAIH

Final Statement: Without shared infrastructure,

economic opportunity will continue to depend more
on luck and circumstance than on effort and ability.

We must build the map.

SKILL PATHWAY
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OPPORTUNITY

O\ CONNECTOR

INTEGRATED () i
SUPPORT HUB ‘s

OPPORTUNITY
CONNECTOR

FUTURE READINESS
INTERCHANGE

SKILL PATHWAY

FUTURE
READINESS
INTERCHANGE
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