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Abstract 

Professional circumstances can depart from what individuals genuinely want in contrasting ways. Someone 

may work hard in unrewarding or hostile conditions yet lack practical freedom to leave. Another may enjoy 

substantial success while allowing its pursuit to crowd out health, relationships or other priorities. The Two-

Threshold Principle proposes that people consciously determine the boundaries of a personally meaningful 

and practically grounded professional ideal, identify gaps between that ideal and their actual circumstances, 

and decide how to act on those gaps. Awareness is the starting point; immediate compliance with an ideal is 

not a requirement. 

The framework distinguishes current circumstances, perceived thresholds and consciously determined 

thresholds; explores breadth, psychological conditioning and malleability; and contrasts preferred 

circumstances with realistically feasible options. Crucially, a temporary or deliberate deviation from a 

preferred threshold is not automatically a change in that threshold. Six scenarios and a practical reflection 

guide illustrate recognition, choice, conscious compromise and feasible action. Existing scholarship informs 

the proposal but does not validate it empirically. 

Figure 1. The two characteristic departures from preferred professional sufficiency 

 

Executive Summary 

The Two-Threshold Principle offers a framework for conscious professional self-determination. Individuals 

first examine the professional circumstances they actually experience, then distinguish their inherited or 

perceived thresholds from boundaries they themselves wish to endorse. The Lower Threshold marks a 

consciously determined minimum of acceptable professional circumstances; the Upper Threshold marks 

the limit beyond which professional pursuit demands sacrifices the person would ideally not sustain. Their 

Preferred Sufficiency Band (PSB) represents a practical ideal: personally meaningful and grounded in 

plausible life priorities, without being confined to what is presently available. 
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The Lower Zone typically involves dissatisfaction arising from unacceptable professional conditions, often 

under economic or other constraint. The Upper Zone typically involves satisfying and successful 

professional engagement pursued beyond a consciously preferred limit, more often through individual 

choice. These distinguishable patterns should not be reduced to working hours, emotional awareness or 

universal moral judgements. A person may knowingly remain in either zone for a time; doing so does not 

automatically redefine their preferred thresholds. 

Preferred professional circumstances differ in their composition and breadth: acceptable combinations of 

fair treatment, security, reward, autonomy, challenge, commitment and effects beyond work. The 

framework does not classify people into universal intensity or personality profiles. Its thresholds may be 

reconsidered as values and circumstances change, but a revised preference must be distinguished from a 

consciously chosen exception to an unchanged preference. 

Consciously preferred conditions, accessible conditions and actual choices are distinct. The Feasible 

Operating Range (FOR) describes arrangements realistically accessible given capabilities, obligations and 

structural constraints. Its intersection with the PSB forms the Viable Operating Zone (VOZ). A person may 

act outside that intersection because of necessity, a strategic goal or another priority; making the 

divergence explicit allows a better-informed choice and a future path towards the ideal when appropriate. 

The practical sequence is recognition, conscious determination, compromise and action. A reader evaluates 

present circumstances and consequences; establishes a grounded preferred range; identifies any chosen or 

compelled departure from it; and decides what feasible steps can maintain, improve or eventually restore 

alignment. Six scenarios and a reflection guide demonstrate this approach. The framework is conceptual, 

not a validated diagnostic test or a universal prescription for balance. 

1. Introduction: The Problem of Professional Extremes 

Professional success is commonly described through compensation, designation, responsibility, influence 

and upward progression. Advice often assumes that more achievement—and the effort required to obtain 

it—is the answer to professional dissatisfaction. Yet more effort is not always the solution. Equally, less 

work is not always the remedy. 

Consider a skilled employee who works long hours for a volatile manager, receives little recognition and 

cannot readily leave because their salary supports dependants. Their work is demanding, but its conditions 

are corrosive. Now consider a successful founder who genuinely enjoys their business and continues 

pursuing every attractive expansion. They can delegate and have sufficient financial security, but 

increasingly neglect sleep, relationships and interests outside the company. Both experience serious costs, 

although the forces keeping them there differ. 

The first person is not underworking; the second is not necessarily unhappy at work. Indeed, each may work 

equally hard. The problem is the overall character and consequences of their professional circumstances: 

constrained dissatisfaction in one case, overabsorption in the other. Their preferred boundaries need not 

change simply because they choose—or are forced—to live outside them. 

The lower and upper zones describe contrasting departures from consciously chosen professional 

sufficiency. The lower pattern is commonly marked by unwanted circumstances and limited alternatives; 

the upper pattern by rewarding engagement extended beyond a preferred boundary, frequently through 
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choice. Real lives can contain complexities, but the practical task is not to assign labels. It is to recognise any 

divergence from the individual’s grounded ideal and determine an appropriate response. 

The paper first defines the two thresholds and the Sufficiency Band, then explores its structural, 

psychological and dynamic properties. It subsequently examines the alignment between preferred 

circumstances and feasible opportunities, before presenting examples, theoretical connections and 

limitations. 

Figure 2. Three distinct objects of reflection 

 

2. The Two-Threshold Principle 

2.1 Three things that must not be confused 

Current circumstances describe the actual work, rewards, constraints and life consequences an individual is 

experiencing. Perceived thresholds describe what the individual currently assumes or has become 

accustomed to accepting; these may reflect social pressure, fear, success, habits or scarcity. Consciously 

determined thresholds are boundaries the individual establishes after examining values, priorities, 

consequences and plausible alternatives. The distinction matters because simply enduring a condition does 

not place it within the preferred band, and choosing a temporary sacrifice does not necessarily shift the 

preferred boundary. Conscious determination is the operative step of the principle: an unexamined 

preference is not yet a reliable guide to deliberate professional choice. 

2.2 The Lower Zone: unacceptable conditions and constrained choice 

The Lower Zone describes professional circumstances the individual recognises, or through reflection 

comes to recognise, as falling below their acceptable standard. These may involve intimidation, unfair 

treatment, weak remuneration, poor autonomy, insecurity, underused capabilities or a lack of meaningful 

development. The individual may be working extremely hard; the issue is not effort but the circumstances 

and their consequences. Recognition is important because it creates a basis for choice, not because 

everyone must already feel unhappy or wish to leave immediately. 

Economic necessity, dependants, limited local employment, barriers to mobility and unequal bargaining 

power can all make movement difficult. Resignation may lead someone to lower their expectations, and 

thus shift their perceived Lower Threshold. Yet endurance born of necessity should not automatically be 

counted as genuine preference. The purpose of reflection is to distinguish what has been endured, what is 

truly acceptable and what can realistically be changed. 
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The Lower Threshold is therefore a personally examined boundary of acceptable professional 

circumstances. Moving beyond it may require negotiation, new skills, increased financial security, 

organisational reform or changing roles. The relevant question is not simply “Am I unhappy?” but “Which 

conditions no longer meet my standard, and what practical steps can increase my choice?” 

2.3 The Upper Zone: overabsorption and chosen limits 

The Upper Zone represents professional pursuits that remain satisfying, rewarding or meaningful but 

extend beyond the sacrifices the person would ideally sustain in other parts of life. It can arise from 

ambition, success, excitement, passion, status or professional identity. The individual may be fully aware of 

those costs or may recognise them only later. Often there is greater choice than in the Lower Zone, though 

this need not be absolute. A conscious decision to continue for an identifiable purpose does not in itself 

move the Upper Threshold; it may instead be a temporary or deliberate deviation from an unchanged ideal. 

A founder may love expanding a company yet recognise that ongoing commitments exceed the life 

arrangements they would ideally choose. They may nevertheless knowingly accept this divergence for two 

years, with a target, review date and exit plan. That is a conscious deviation—not automatically evidence 

that their Upper Threshold has moved. A different founder may, after serious reflection, genuinely revise 

the preferred balance of professional and personal priorities; that is threshold recalibration. A third may 

continue without examination, in which case perceived and consciously determined boundaries have not 

yet been adequately distinguished. 

Willing acceptance of sacrifice may accompany a very high perceived Upper Threshold, just as resignation 

may accompany a very low perceived Lower Threshold. But a high threshold is not evidence that every 

sacrifice is harmless, and a low one is not evidence that every condition is acceptable. Some risks—such as 

harassment or serious occupational harm—call for external safeguards. The principle favours examined 

choice without pretending that unlimited relativism eliminates consequences. 

2.4 The Preferred Sufficiency Band and practical idealism 

The Preferred Sufficiency Band (PSB) describes the professionally rewarding and broadly sustainable 

arrangements a person could consciously endorse as a grounded ideal. It should not be a limitless fantasy 

detached from capabilities, responsibilities and human trade-offs; nor should it be shrunk automatically to 

fit current employment constraints. Practical idealism means asking what one would reasonably want if 

meaningful adjustments and alternatives were possible, while remaining honest about competing priorities 

and limits. Ambition and periods of demanding work can fit within this band. It does not require constant 

happiness, a flawless job or a universal template for balance. 

Identifying the band does not bind someone to remain within it at every moment. A person may knowingly 

take a difficult job to meet immediate obligations or accept a demanding entrepreneurial phase to establish 

a venture. Their present arrangement differs from their ideal, but the preferred boundary can remain 

unchanged. This visible distinction—ideal versus actual state versus accepted compromise—is the 

foundation of conscious professional choice. 

2.5 Professional conditions, not a single effort scale 

Work intensity matters, but cannot organise the whole theory. Two people working equally long hours may 

face radically different conditions and pursue different goals. A person working hard in toxic employment 
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may be below a personally acceptable standard; another working just as hard at a beloved enterprise may 

exceed the sacrifice they ultimately choose to allow. 

Relevant attributes include treatment, autonomy, meaning, security, compensation, opportunity, challenge, 

demands and effects beyond work. The zones indicate patterns of misalignment, not numerical intervals on 

a universal axis. Breadth, position and overlap must therefore be understood relative to chosen dimensions 

or sets of acceptable arrangements. 

2.6 Flow and temporary excursions 

Flow is an absorbing task-level experience associated with the relationship between challenge, skill, goals 

and feedback (Fong et al., 2015). It is not a miniature permanent zone on the same scale as professional 

sufficiency. Flow may enrich sustainable work, but a person may also experience it while overabsorbed. 

Ordinary work need not produce flow to be worthwhile. 

A temporary excursion may be consciously chosen—for example, an intensive launch—or compelled by 

financial or family necessity. The framework asks the individual to examine its purpose, costs, duration and 

ability to recover. Deliberate action may mean ending the excursion, containing it, making conditions less 

harmful or accepting a limited compromise while better options are developed. 

2.7 Safeguards against normalising harm 

Subjective tolerance is not proof of safety. Research on working hours and cardiovascular risk and WHO 

guidance on occupational burnout demonstrate that serious costs can accompany work arrangements that 

individuals have come to accept (WHO/ILO, 2021; WHO, 2019). Harassment, coercion or sustained 

exhaustion should not be reclassified as healthy merely because a person can endure them. The model 

combines personal reflection with attention to evidence-based occupational standards and structural 

realities. 

3. Structural Dimensions: Breadth and Character of the Preferred Zone 

3.1 Breadth: range of consciously acceptable circumstances 

The original metaphor describes a zone with width. In a multidimensional model, breadth means the variety 

of work arrangements a person, after reflection, can genuinely accept. Someone may tolerate many 

combinations of responsibility, hours, autonomy and rewards; another may need a much more specific 

combination. Breadth is not the number of arrangements endured in practice. 

A broader acceptable set may provide greater operating flexibility, but it does not automatically imply 

resilience or better judgement. A narrower set may signal clarity and firm boundaries. Critical examination 

matters: an apparently broad range may conceal resignation, while an apparently high tolerance for 

sacrifice may conceal assumptions the person would choose to revise. 

3.2 Resilience, endurance, adaptability and tolerance 

Endurance concerns how long someone can sustain effort or discomfort. Resilience concerns recovery from 

adversity; adaptability concerns adjustment to changed circumstances; tolerance describes the conditions 

or variations a person accepts. These qualities may influence the preferred zone but are not identical to its 

breadth. A worker trapped in an abusive job may display great endurance while operating entirely outside 
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the Sufficiency Band. A professional who firmly rejects intimidation may be resilient despite having low 

tolerance for mistreatment. 

Career adaptability research offers related concepts such as concern, control, curiosity and confidence 

(Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). The proposed preferred-zone breadth is not a substitute for these established 

constructs. 

3.3 Position is dimension-specific 

The language of a band positioned “low” or “high” is useful only when the dimension is specified. A person 

may prefer high intellectual challenge, moderate hours, high autonomy and modest hierarchical ambition. 

They cannot meaningfully be classified as simply a high- or low-positioned person overall. The theory 

retains directional comparisons within identifiable dimensions, while avoiding a single scale that ranks 

whole professional lives. 

Position should therefore refer only to an explicitly identified preference dimension, such as travel, 

responsibility, income security or time flexibility. The framework does not need “lower-oriented” or “upper-

oriented” people, and it makes no claim that one professional configuration is inherently superior. 

3.4 Individual preference configurations 

A professional may require respectful management, high autonomy, dependable income and limited travel, 

while welcoming demanding intellectual challenges. Another might accept regular travel but require 

predictable hours and minimal administrative responsibility. Neither is a personality type or a position on a 

universal ladder of ambition. These configurations show why individual preferences should be understood 

as combinations of professional features rather than as a single intensity score. 

3.5 Boundaries are contextual 

A person may accept 60 hours of work for a short, self-directed creative project yet reject the same 

schedule under coercive management. Another may tolerate intense travel for six months but not for six 

years. Consequently, thresholds should be understood as context-sensitive boundaries concerning 

combinations of conditions and consequences. 

The practical question is not 'How far to the right am I?' but 'Which combinations of challenge, autonomy, 

reward, pressure and personal cost still work for me?' In the remaining sections, width and movement are 

retained as conceptual shorthand, always with this qualification. 

4. Psychological Dimensions: Beliefs, Values and Experiences 

4.1 Values and the meaning of success 

Values affect what people seek from work—financial security, mastery, recognition, autonomy, 

contribution, belonging or creativity—and the costs they consider acceptable. One individual may need 

demanding work for fulfilment; another may choose a stricter Upper Threshold because relationships and 

personal projects matter deeply. Self-Determination Theory links motivation and wellbeing with needs for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Identical professional rewards may therefore 

mean different things to different people. 
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4.2 Aspirations, ambition and expectations 

Ambition is what one wishes to achieve; expectation is what one believes should happen or is attainable. A 

person may seek leadership but expect little opportunity, or pursue promotion mainly because peers and 

family regard it as necessary. Expectations can raise the minimum standard of satisfaction without a 

corresponding change in underlying needs. The framework asks whether goals are personally valued or 

largely inherited from external standards. 

4.3 Limiting beliefs and perceived capability 

A competent finance professional might decline leadership work because they believe they cannot manage 

people; a different professional might accept every assignment because they believe refusing work proves 

weakness. Beliefs may artificially restrict aspirations or encourage overinvestment. Bandura's self-efficacy 

research distinguishes perceived ability to act from objective competence (Bandura, 1977). Nevertheless, 

some seemingly restrictive beliefs are realistic responses to capability gaps or circumstances. The task is to 

test assumptions, not dismiss caution. 

4.4 Professional identity and self-worth 

For some individuals, occupational achievement is one facet of identity; for others, it is central to personal 

worth. A senior executive who no longer needs the income might still find reduced responsibility distressing 

because work provides structure, status and validation. Strong professional identity can support 

commitment and meaning, but can also make it harder to recognise diminishing returns or disengage from 

unsustainable patterns. 

4.5 Experiences as formative influences 

Promotion, mentorship and successful stretch assignments can widen perceived possibilities. 

Unemployment, financial scarcity, rejection and burnout can alter what people require for security or 

consider sustainable. Two people encountering the same redundancy may draw opposite lessons: one 

doubles down on income security; another begins prioritising autonomy and independence. The significance 

of experience depends partly on individual interpretation. 

4.6 Social comparison 

People interpret salaries, job titles and achievement against colleagues, classmates or cultural standards 

(Festinger, 1954). Someone content with their income may become dissatisfied after learning what peers 

earn, even though their material circumstances have not changed. Comparison may also reveal 

opportunities and challenge unjustified limitations. Its influence on the formation of personal thresholds 

should be recognised without making comparison the defining principle of this paper. 

4.7 Fear, security and tolerance 

Fear of unemployment, exclusion, lost status or financial insecurity may cause individuals to accept 

professional conditions they do not actually prefer. A person repeatedly accepting excessive assignments 

may appear to have a high Upper Threshold when in fact they have few viable alternatives. What someone 

tolerates is not necessarily what they prefer. This is one reason the preferred and feasible ranges must be 

distinguished. 
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4.8 Perceived versus critically examined preferences 

A professional may believe becoming CEO is essential to satisfaction but discover through reflection that 

their deeper needs concern autonomy, challenge and security. Another may mistake an untested fear of 

responsibility for a lasting preference for undemanding work. Perceived thresholds record existing beliefs; 

consciously determined thresholds are boundaries the individual elects to endorse after examining 

experience, values, realistic alternatives and competing priorities. They are not a hidden objective truth 

waiting to be discovered. This distinction lets the individual separate an authentic ideal from the 

compromise presently chosen. 

4.9 Psychological conditioning and agency 

Preferences arise through values, experiences, norms and beliefs, none of which should be assumed entirely 

voluntary. Reflection can improve awareness and help challenge unhelpful expectations, but cannot by 

itself remove structural barriers. The model therefore treats psychological awareness as one contributor to 

agency, not a substitute for resources, organisational change or access to opportunity. 

5. Dynamic Dimensions: Movement and Malleability 

The individual’s chosen boundaries can change. Experiences, opportunities, family responsibilities and 

shifting values may expand or restrict what seems acceptable, or cause particular preferences to shift. This 

is not necessarily more or less ambition. It may be a conscious reappraisal of what matters and what trade-

offs are worth making. 

5.1 Changes across dimensions 

The preferred set can change in character, expand to include more acceptable arrangements, or contract 

around firmer conditions. Such changes can occur independently across autonomy, challenge, recognition, 

working hours, travel or personal-life commitments. For example, someone may become more interested in 

leadership while becoming less willing to travel. There is no universal upward or downward direction: the 

meaning of movement depends on the dimension and the individual’s own priorities. 

5.2 Independent threshold movement 

The two boundaries can change independently. Following supportive mentorship, an employee may become 

less willing to tolerate disrespect or repetitive work, changing the boundary associated with the Lower 

Zone. After becoming a parent, the same employee may restrict travel and after-hours commitments, 

bringing the Upper Threshold closer in a different dimension. The acceptable set could narrow even as 

professional aspirations remain high. In exceptional cases, no available arrangement currently satisfies both 

boundaries; such internal tension requires examination rather than forcing the person into a nominal zone. 

5.3 Experience, recognition and reconsideration 

Success, redundancy, burnout, mentorship or caregiving can challenge earlier boundaries. One person may 

come to want more responsibility after a successful assignment; another may conclude that a former 

ambition no longer justifies its costs. The effect depends partly on how the experience is interpreted and 

whether new options exist. Awareness precedes meaningful recalibration, but it does not make every 

response easy. 
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The same event can shift different people in opposite directions. Redundancy may raise one person's need 

for security and reduce another's attachment to professional status. Promotion may increase one person's 

appetite for achievement while persuading another that higher responsibility is not worth the cost. 

Experience prompts reassessment; it does not mechanically determine a threshold's direction. 

5.4 Asymmetrical adjustment 

Adaptation can be uneven. Income that once seemed exceptional may become the new baseline; returning 

to an earlier salary may therefore cause dissatisfaction even where earlier needs remain affordable. 

Likewise, one severe episode of exhaustion may change acceptable working conditions for a long period. 

These examples raise the hypothesis that shifts caused by positive and negative experiences can differ in 

size and persistence. This is a proposition for investigation, not a demonstrated property of the Two-

Threshold Principle. 

5.5 Threshold inertia 

Preferences can persist after the conditions that shaped them have changed. Someone who escaped 

financial insecurity may continue to pursue income with an urgency no longer required by present 

obligations. Another may have internalised unreasonable managerial demands as normal. Reflection can 

reveal that a once-necessary standard has become a habitual perceived threshold rather than a boundary 

the person would now consciously determine. 

The practical question is whether a previously useful expectation still serves current values. Stability can 

aid commitment; inertia becomes problematic when old standards continue unexamined despite changed 

needs or genuine new options. 

5.6 Temporary versus persistent changes 

A temporary deviation from a threshold is not the same as changing it. An entrepreneur may consciously 

accept eighteen months of exceptional demands while retaining a preferred longer-term pattern of work 

and family time. An employee may remain below their preferred minimum because immediate resignation is 

unaffordable. In both cases, the ideal remains identifiable even when it cannot or will not presently be 

realised. Recalibration occurs only when reflection leads the person to endorse different boundaries, not 

merely when behaviour changes. 

Figure 3. Conscious deviation and threshold recalibration are different 
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5.7 Growth need not mean more investment 

A professional might once need long days to deliver desired results and later achieve more in less time 

through skills, systems and delegation. Their circumstances and effectiveness changed; their fundamental 

preferences may not have. Growth can involve improving the quality of work, pursuing more rewarding 

tasks, developing healthier boundaries or using available time differently—not simply increasing the 

quantity of effort. 

5.8 Deliberate recalibration 

Recalibration is a conscious revision of the preferred boundaries themselves; compromise is a conscious 

decision to live temporarily or indefinitely outside them. A person may raise a Lower Threshold after 

deciding that previously tolerated mistreatment is unacceptable. Another may set a firmer Upper Threshold 

after reassessing the cost of success. Alternatively, either may retain the preferred boundary and choose a 

temporary exception. The important distinction is between changing what one wants and choosing, for a 

reason, to accept something different. 

Periodic reflection can test whether one's thresholds continue to fit present priorities. This may support 

higher investment, lower investment, wider flexibility or firmer boundaries. It should never become a 

demand that workers accommodate harassment or chronic overwork merely by redefining what they can 

accept. Voluntary learning and coerced adaptation are not equivalent. 

5.9 Implications 

A person may become dissatisfied without any worsening of external conditions, simply because 

expectations rise. Promotion may fail to improve lasting satisfaction if aspirations rise with it. Alternatively, 

lower preferred professional circumstances may indicate mature prioritisation rather than diminished 

drive. The strongest practical lesson is that professional sufficiency requires occasional reassessment, not 

permanent attachment to an earlier definition of success. 

5.10 Dynamic alignment 

Changing what one prefers is distinct from gaining the practical freedom to obtain it. A professional may 

become clear about the need for better conditions yet be unable to leave immediately. Another may 

recognise that work has displaced too much of life yet need time to delegate commitments. Thus 

recognition and choice must be connected to feasible action—the subject of the overlap model. 

As thresholds shift, an unchanged job may move outside the preferred band. Conversely, changes in 

working arrangements or capability can restore compatibility without changing preferences. The capacity 

to revise what one wants is different from the capacity to obtain it. That distinction motivates the 

Preferred–Feasible Overlap Model. 

6. Preferred and Feasible Circumstances: The Overlap Model 

6.1 Preference is not feasibility 

A consciously determined ideal is not identical to an available opportunity or an actual decision. The overlap 

model differentiates the Preferred Sufficiency Band, the Feasible Operating Range and the arrangement in 

which the person is currently operating. Their intersection identifies accessible opportunities consistent 
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with the preferred ideal; the gap between actual and preferred conditions can reflect constraints, a 

strategic compromise or unexamined habits. 

The Preferred Sufficiency Band (PSB) is therefore more precisely a set of acceptable professional 

arrangements, rather than an interval of working hours or effort. An arrangement is a combination of 

features: work content, demands, remuneration, autonomy, organisational culture, security, opportunity 

and costs beyond work. 

6.2 The Feasible Operating Range 

The Feasible Operating Range (FOR) represents the arrangements realistically accessible given capabilities, 

financial needs, responsibilities, occupational opportunities and external constraints. The word 'range' is 

retained for continuity, but in practice it may consist of separated choices rather than one uninterrupted 

line. An individual may have access to two very different roles and nothing between them. 

Capability and accessibility must be separated. Someone may be capable of a stimulating leadership role yet 

have no real opportunity to secure it. Another may be capable of reducing hours but cannot afford the 

resulting loss of income. Feasibility refers to viable options, not hypothetical capacity to endure an 

arrangement. 

6.3 The Viable Operating Zone 

The Viable Operating Zone (VOZ) is the intersection between genuinely preferred and realistically feasible 

professional arrangements. A larger and better-quality overlap can provide more options to act on one’s 

chosen boundaries. But an individual may have considerable choice and fail to use it, or have little choice 

and still act deliberately to improve future conditions. 

Potential alignment refers to acceptable options currently open to the person; realised alignment describes 

their actual circumstances. A conscious compromise may leave a person outside the Viable Operating Zone 

even when they understand their preferred band perfectly. Such divergence need not be irrational or 

permanent: reasons, duration, consequences and available exit routes help determine whether it remains a 

choice they wish to sustain. Nor should someone compelled to remain outside their preferred set be blamed 

for lacking freedom. 

Figure 4. Preferred arrangements, feasible arrangements and current choice 

 

6.4 Six meaningful configurations 

These configurations concern access to acceptable arrangements, not placement on a universal workload 

axis. They can help distinguish a strong match, constrained options and chosen departures from a preferred 

ideal. 
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A. Close correspondence. A self-employed consultant has shaped their client mix, responsibilities, working 

pattern and remuneration around a consciously determined ideal. Accessible arrangements and preferred 

circumstances correspond closely. The central task is to maintain this fit as client demand and life priorities 

change. 

 

B. Feasibility encompasses preference. Every preferred arrangement is accessible, alongside other options 

that may be less desirable. A financially secure professional could choose among several rewarding roles 

without being obliged to pursue the most demanding or highest-paid one. 

C. Preference encompasses feasibility. Every currently accessible arrangement is acceptable, but options 

are few. Present satisfaction may coexist with vulnerability if those opportunities disappear. 

D. Partial overlap with limited rewarding opportunities. A skilled employee values autonomy and 

development but can obtain only a small range of suitable positions. Remaining in a less acceptable job may 

be economically necessary while the employee gains qualifications, builds savings or negotiates a change. 

The practical response is to expand opportunities, rather than lower personal standards automatically. 

E. Partial overlap with demanding available options. A founder wants stimulating work with time for family, 

yet the most lucrative expansion requires prolonged travel and missed family occasions. The founder may 

knowingly choose the opportunity for a defined period while retaining the original preferred band. The 

question becomes whether the compromise and its costs are explicit, reviewed and reversible—not whether 

the choice proves the upper boundary has moved. 

F. No overlap. A caregiver may find that every currently accessible role demands hours incompatible with 

responsibilities, while other roles offer inadequate income. The preferred ideal is not rendered meaningless 

by inaccessibility. It can guide staged action: securing childcare support, negotiating flexibility, adding skills 

or building a financial buffer. Immediate alignment may be impossible, but the direction of desired 

movement becomes clearer. 

These six configurations are patterns of access to acceptable arrangements, not locations on a single high–

low axis. Their importance is practical: each can suggest a different action—improving conditions, gaining 

options, reducing overabsorption, or revisiting preferences when those preferences genuinely change. 

6.5 Extent, quality and stability of alignment 

More overlap is generally helpful when it represents more genuinely acceptable choices. Yet simply 

counting options is insufficient. Two accessible roles that both offer respectful conditions may differ 

radically in meaning, autonomy or financial security. The quality of the available match, not only the number 

of matches, matters. 

Further distinctions are useful: how much of the preferred set is accessible; how far the current 

arrangement lies from unacceptable conditions; and whether viable options will survive changes in health, 

markets, organisations or family responsibilities. Alignment stability describes the capacity to maintain or 

restore a satisfactory match as circumstances evolve. 

6.6 Threshold agency and structural constraints 

Threshold agency is the practical ability to influence professional conditions and select among alternatives. 

Savings, transferable skills, bargaining power, geographic flexibility and supportive institutions may enlarge 
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that ability. Two equally qualified employees may experience very different opportunities because one has 

financial reserves and the other must accept whatever work is available. 

The framework must never convert an external problem into an obligation for the individual to lower 

standards or accept greater sacrifice. The same analysis can recommend capability building, negotiation, 

changing organisations, organising resources to make exit possible, or deliberately moderating self-chosen 

overabsorption. Agency is both the freedom to choose and the practical power to act. 

6.7 What the model can and cannot claim 

The VOZ is a reflective representation, not a validated mathematical measurement. Real arrangements are 

multi-attribute, imperfectly known and subject to trade-offs. Satisfaction may change gradually rather than 

at crisp boundaries. It may be useful to sketch preferred and available possibilities visually, but numerical 

widths and percentages would imply precision that the model has not established. 

Its practical question is: Which professional circumstances do I consciously choose as acceptable, which are 

actually open to me, and what action would move my lived experience closer to that range? 

7. Practical Applications and Illustrative Scenarios 

These fictional scenarios demonstrate how the same broad framework leads to different decisions. 

Recognition is not necessarily instant, choice is sometimes constrained, and action may be incremental. The 

point is not to label individuals but to show how they can examine and adjust the relationship between work 

and the lives they wish to lead. 

7.1 The high-achieving executive 

A senior executive enjoys strong compensation, respect and stimulating responsibilities. Over several 

years, each promotion brings fresh excitement, while physical activity, friendships and time with family 

diminish. During a planned review, the executive recognises that the preferred life includes demanding 

leadership but fewer evenings and weekends lost to work. The present arrangement lies beyond their 

consciously chosen Upper Threshold. Yet they decide to lead one final major transformation project over 

the next twelve months, with delegated responsibilities, regular health checks and a clear handover date. 

Their choice is not automatically a recalibration of the preferred band. The value of the framework lies in 

making the ideal, the exception and the intended return visible. 

7.2 The ambitious employee in a constrained organisation 

A capable employee works long hours in a rigid organisation where public criticism, weak recognition and 

limited growth have become normal. Financial support for dependants makes immediate resignation 

unrealistic. Reflection clarifies a personal minimum: respectful management, sufficient financial security 

and reasonable opportunities to develop. Current circumstances fall below this Lower Threshold, but the 

employee consciously chooses to remain for six months while building savings, completing a relevant 

qualification and discreetly applying elsewhere. Nothing about that choice makes the present conditions 

satisfactory. The model distinguishes desired professional standards from a necessary interim compromise, 

and recognition from the practical agency to act. 
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7.3 The entrepreneur during launch 

An entrepreneur willingly puts in exceptionally long days to launch a venture. Initially, a defined six-month 

push seems consistent with the preferred balance of ambition and life commitments. When the launch 

succeeds, every new opportunity produces another reason to postpone delegation. After two years, the 

founder recognises that a short exception has become an indefinite pattern. They can either consciously 

revise their preferred boundary, with full consideration of its wider costs, or retain the existing ideal and 

deliberately phase out commitments. The decisive question is not whether hard work is enjoyable, but 

whether the current pattern remains the choice the person wants to make. 

7.4 The financially secure professional 

A professional who grew up with financial insecurity has spent two decades maximising earnings. They now 

have substantial savings and fewer obligations, yet approach every promotion as though their security 

depends on it. Reflection reveals a practical ideal centred on meaningful work, dependable security and 

greater time freedom. Offered a lucrative new role requiring relentless travel, they decide to decline it and 

instead negotiate a more stimulating assignment within their existing organisation. They could have taken 

the promotion as a conscious exception; declining it is not obligatory. The insight is that the decision now 

responds to present values rather than an outdated sense of scarcity. 

7.5 Professional stagnation despite reasonable conditions 

An experienced analyst has a stable salary, respectful colleagues and predictable hours, but performs 

repetitive work that no longer uses their capabilities. They feel increasingly dissatisfied, yet relocation 

would disrupt caregiving responsibilities and suitable local opportunities are scarce. Their consciously 

chosen Lower Threshold includes meaningful challenge and development; acceptable pay and courteous 

management alone do not meet it. They decide to build a portfolio of analytical projects, negotiate broader 

responsibilities and investigate remote roles over the following year. This scenario shows that the Lower 

Zone can arise without a toxic workplace. The ideal clarifies what is missing, while the plan addresses why 

change cannot happen immediately. 

7.6 Changing family priorities 

A consultant who once welcomed intensive travel becomes a parent and begins valuing dependable time at 

home. The desire for intellectual challenge and professional growth remains. Their consciously preferred 

arrangement changes in one dimension—travel and schedule control—without implying a general loss of 

ambition. If the employer cannot offer it, the preferred and feasible sets may diverge. They may temporarily 

continue travelling while negotiating remote assignments or preparing a role change. Temporary 

accommodation is different from deciding that the original arrangement is still ideal. 

7.7 Recognition, choice, compromise and action 

The practical sequence has four parts. Recognition identifies actual professional conditions and 

consequences. Conscious determination defines a grounded Preferred Sufficiency Band without confusing 

current endurance with genuine preference. Compromise makes any departure from that band explicit: 

what is being given up, why, for how long, and what may trigger review? Action means pursuing a realistic 

step—negotiation, financial preparation, capability building, delegation, a role change or broader 
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institutional support. The person then reassesses both the circumstances and the continuing relevance of 

the ideal. 

The following reflection questions help readers translate this sequence into their own decisions. They are 

prompts for judgement, not a diagnostic or psychometric test. 

7.8 A practical threshold reflection and decision guide 

To use the framework, a reader can ask six questions without scoring or diagnosing themselves: 

1. Which conditions in my current professional life do I genuinely value, and which do I merely endure? 

2. Which conditions fall below the minimum standard I would consciously accept if meaningful options 

existed? 

3. Which professional commitments create costs outside work that I would no longer choose to sustain? 

4. Have resignation, fear, habit, success or social comparison shifted my perceived boundaries? 

5. Which preferred arrangements are feasible now, and what prevents access to the others? 

6. What one concrete action would improve my situation, and how will I know whether it helped? 

This is a reflective guide, not a validated instrument. Responses may lead to changing circumstances, 

adjusting commitments, building options or reconsidering preferences; they should not be used to 

rationalise harm. 

Decision guide: If actual circumstances are beneath the consciously chosen Lower Threshold, prioritise 

safer conditions and access to alternatives. If the main divergence is overabsorption beyond the Upper 

Threshold, make the cost of continued engagement explicit and consider limits, delegation or a timed 

exception. If perceived and examined thresholds differ, test which expectations are inherited or outdated 

before changing external arrangements. If the preferred set and feasible options scarcely overlap, focus 

first on increasing agency; where alignment already exists, maintain it and revisit priorities periodically. 

7.9 Applications in coaching and professional development 

Career coaching commonly examines goals, skills, opportunities and strategies. The Two-Threshold 

Principle adds whether the investment needed for an aspiration is compatible with other priorities. It can 

illuminate promotion decisions, work overload, stagnation, career changes, entrepreneurship, caregiving 

transitions and retirement. It should not replace medical, psychological or formal workplace interventions 

when those are necessary. 

7.10 Conscious professional alignment 

The objective is not to identify a flawless occupation or eliminate compromise. It is to recognise the 

boundaries that matter, choose which trade-offs are worth making, and act in ways that improve 

congruence between professional circumstances and the rest of life. The result is a process of deliberate 

professional self-determination rather than a fixed score of success. 
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8. Theoretical Foundations and Related Research 

The principle draws on concepts across economics, philosophy, psychology and organisational studies. The 

following are related foundations, not proof of this particular model. 

8.1 Diminishing marginal utility 

Additional income or advancement can provide diminishing marginal gains, but the relationship with 

wellbeing is complex (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Killingsworth et al., 2023). Diminishing returns offer 

context for the Upper Zone, not its definition: substantial gains can continue even while involvement 

undermines health or relationships. The Lower Zone, meanwhile, is frequently about unsatisfactory work 

conditions under constraint, not a shortage of effort. 

8.2 Sufficientarianism 

Sufficientarian thinking asks what it means to have enough rather than treating limitless accumulation as 

the sole objective (Frankfurt, 1987). This philosophical literature principally addresses justice and 

distribution, not individual careers. The Two-Threshold Principle uses sufficiency more personally: a 

consciously endorsed minimum of acceptable professional circumstances and a limit on the sacrifices one 

ideally wishes to sustain. The resemblance is conceptual, not an assertion that the two approaches are 

identical. 

8.3 Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory examines the importance of autonomy, competence and relatedness to 

motivation and wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These needs help explain why compensation or status may 

not be sufficient to make a role satisfying. The principle asks people to decide which professional 

arrangements best support what they value; socioeconomic constraints on meaningful work complicate the 

ability to act upon those preferences (Allan et al., 2016). 

8.4 Job Demands–Resources Theory 

Job demands and resources affect motivation, burnout and engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

Support, control and resources can change the consequences of comparable workloads. The present 

framework complements this work by adding a personally defined Lower Threshold and explicitly 

considering life beyond work. 

8.5 Person–Environment Fit 

Person–environment fit research studies the compatibility of personal needs and abilities with work 

conditions (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). This is a close conceptual relative of the overlap model. Here the 

proposed addition is a practical distinction between constrained dissatisfaction, sustainable circumstances 

and overabsorption, alongside changing sets of preferred and feasible work arrangements. This is a 

synthesis and heuristic, not a proven superiority over existing fit theories. 
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8.6 Flow Theory 

Flow describes intense task-level absorption; it does not establish enduring whole-life sustainability. 

Someone may experience flow during professional overinvestment, and meaningful professional lives 

contain necessary work that does not generate flow. 

8.7 Adaptability and goal adjustment 

Career adaptability research (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012) and work on goal disengagement and re-

engagement (Wrosch et al., 2003) provide mechanisms relevant to reassessment, but threshold movement 

is a separate proposition to be examined. 

8.8 The Capability Approach 

Sen’s Capability Approach emphasises substantive freedoms and the opportunities people actually possess 

to pursue lives they value (Sen, 1999). This provides a useful analogue for the distinction between a 

consciously selected professional ideal and realistically accessible arrangements. Reflection can clarify 

what a person values, but it cannot itself create work opportunities or remove structural barriers. 

8.9 Workaholism and work–family conflict 

A meta-analysis associates workaholism with a range of adverse outcomes, including work–life conflict and 

burnout (Clark et al., 2016). A separate meta-analysis links work–family conflict to outcomes in both work 

and non-work domains (Amstad et al., 2011). These findings make it credible to examine the costs of 

professional absorption, but they do not establish that all demanding work is pathological or validate this 

paper’s Upper Threshold. 

8.10 Proposed contribution 

The proposed contribution is a synthesis of five distinctions: personally and consciously determined lower 

and upper boundaries; a Preferred Sufficiency Band understood as a grounded personal ideal; separation of 

actual circumstances, perceived boundaries and preferred boundaries; conscious deviation distinguished 

from genuine threshold recalibration; and preferred–feasible alignment conditioned by real opportunities. 

Existing research offers related mechanisms and observations. The value of the framework is its accessible 

integration for professional reflection, not a demonstrated claim to scientific novelty or superiority. 

9. Limitations and Future Research 

The Two-Threshold Principle is a conceptual proposal, not an empirically validated model. Intellectual 

credibility requires making its uncertainties explicit. 

9.1 Representation and measurement 

Professional circumstances comprise work content, demands, dignity, reward, autonomy, security and 

personal consequences. No single validated scale reduces these features to one dimension. Width, position 

and overlap are therefore qualitative metaphors unless a particular component is explicitly measured. A 

future multidimensional instrument would require conceptual and psychometric validation. 
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9.2 Boundaries and overlap 

Real preferences may be fuzzy and multidimensional. A person can experience difficult working conditions 

and excessive absorption simultaneously. Two thresholds should therefore be read as reflective boundaries 

of acceptability, not precise mutually exclusive geographical zones. Future research could investigate 

whether examined boundaries can be elicited consistently and whether they guide decisions beyond 

existing models. 

Satisfaction and personal costs can change gradually rather than at sharp points. The diagram simplifies 

complex individual experiences and should be presented as a heuristic rather than a universal topology of 

professional life. Its practical purpose is to make conscious choice clearer, not to assign every person an 

exclusive category. 

9.3 Choice, behaviour and consequences 

Behaviour alone cannot reveal a chosen threshold. Enduring a toxic job may reflect necessity, internalised 

expectations or an informed short-term compromise; accepting work-related sacrifice may reflect 

conviction, habit or lack of alternatives. External occupational risks remain relevant even when sacrifice is 

consciously accepted. Future studies should distinguish actual arrangements, stated preferences, informed 

choice, consequences and available alternatives. 

The revised account does not classify people according to the quantity of work they perform. Similar 

working hours can occur in constrained dissatisfaction, preferred sufficiency or overabsorption. Whether 

the two characteristic forms of misalignment can be recognised reliably—and whether reflective use 

improves decisions—remains an empirical question. 

9.4 Subjectivity and safeguards 

Individuals may normalise harmful conditions or discount health risks. Personal satisfaction alone cannot 

establish a situation's safety or fairness. Equally, outside observers should not presume to know an 

individual's ideal preference without understanding the circumstances. 

9.5 Multidimensional overlap 

Preferred and feasible professional arrangements are multidimensional and often discrete. A person may 

prefer a particular mix of income, autonomy, dignity and family time rather than an interval along any 

measurable line. Illustrative overlaps cannot, without explicit operational definitions, yield valid 

percentages or quantitative widths. 

9.6 Cultural and economic variation 

Economic insecurity, occupational norms, family responsibilities, social class, discrimination and cultural 

values may strongly influence both preferences and accessible choices. The model cannot assume equal 

professional agency. 

9.7 Propositions for investigation 

P1 — Breadth: A broader set of acceptable professional arrangements may predict more perceived options 

during change, without necessarily predicting resilience or tolerance of mistreatment. 
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P2 — Preference character: Preferred combinations of work intensity, challenge, autonomy and reward 

may relate to achievement orientation and priorities outside work. 

P3 — Boundaries: People approaching conditions they regard as persistently unsatisfactory or excessively 

absorbing may show changes in wellbeing and decisions to remain or exit. 

P4 — Malleability: Life changes and professional experiences may alter the breadth or character of 

acceptable arrangements. 

P5 — Inertia: Earlier insecurity or success may influence professional preferences after the original 

circumstances have changed. 

P6 — Access: A greater set of acceptable, accessible arrangements may correspond with greater perceived 

choice, though not necessarily better actual outcomes. 

P7 — Realised fit: People occupying acceptable accessible arrangements may report higher professional 

and wider-life satisfaction than those outside that intersection, subject to work quality and health 

safeguards. 

P8 — Reflection: Structured examination of constrained dissatisfaction and overabsorption may improve 

decision clarity; improved wellbeing remains a hypothesis to be tested. 

9.8 Research directions 

Qualitative interviews could test whether professionals distinguish perceived thresholds, consciously 

endorsed preferences and current circumstances in a consistent and meaningful way. Longitudinal studies 

could track changes through promotion, redundancy, parenthood, entrepreneurship and shifts in financial 

security. Future research should separate genuine preference recalibration from temporary compromises, 

and examine whether structured reflection changes decisions, access to acceptable opportunities or 

broader wellbeing. Reliable measurement would first require explicit definitions of relevant dimensions and 

psychometric testing. 

10. Conclusion 

Professional difficulty can arise when someone remains in professional circumstances beneath a 

consciously chosen minimum or when rewarding professional pursuit extends beyond the sacrifices they 

would ideally sustain. Neither distinction depends simply on working hours or whether someone is 

currently happy. The Two-Threshold Principle offers a way to determine those boundaries deliberately 

rather than infer them from habit, endurance or past choices. 

The Preferred Sufficiency Band describes a practical professional ideal: rewarding and sustainable 

arrangements a person can consciously endorse. Present circumstances may differ because of economic 

necessity, strategic ambition or another valued commitment. Choosing such a compromise does not 

automatically move a threshold. Preferred conditions, feasible opportunities and actual decisions must 

remain distinct if the framework is to support meaningful choice. 

The framework is not a validated diagnostic instrument or a universal formula for balance. Its sequence is to 

recognise current reality; consciously determine an appropriately grounded ideal; understand any present 

gap or accepted compromise; and act, now or when circumstances allow, towards greater alignment. 
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Sometimes this involves improving conditions or expanding opportunities, sometimes reducing professional 

absorption, and sometimes legitimately retaining a temporary exception. 

The aim is neither to work more nor to work less by default, nor to eliminate every compromise. It is to 

know what one would genuinely prefer, understand what one is actually accepting, and decide when and 

how to bring professional life closer to that ideal. A person can deliberately choose something other than 

their preferred circumstances without losing sight of what they genuinely want. 
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