The Second Curve: A Personal Journey Through Transformation

The white smoke rising from the Sistine Chapel signals more than just the election of a
new pope - it announces that change has arrived, that transformation is not just possible
but imminent. As I watched the sacred smoke announce Pope Leo XIV's election this
year, following Pope Francis's passing, I couldn't help but think about Charles Handy's
concept of the Second Curve and how rarely we get such clear signals in our own lives
that it's time to change course.

In my work as a manager of entrepreneurial education projects, I've come to understand
that the most profound transformations happen not when we're forced to change, but when
we choose to leap before the ground beneath us crumbles. Handy's Second Curve theory
has become not just a business principle I teach, but a personal philosophy that guides
how I navigate both my professional journey and my life's broader narrative.

The Whisper Before the Storm

Charles Handy's Second Curve is deceptively simple: every growth trajectory eventually
plateaus and declines, forming an S-shaped curve. The secret to sustained success lies in
starting a new curve before the old one peaks - when you still have resources, energy, and
momentum to invest in the next phase. It's about hearing the whisper of change before it
becomes a scream.

My own encounter with this whisper began long before I understood Handy's theory.
Fresh out of high school, I was swept along by the traditional education system's current.
My technical skills in mathematics pointed to one obvious direction: engineering. Like
so many students, I was categorized by what I could do, not by who I was or what gave
my life meaning. For three years, I studied materials engineering, each semester feeling
more hollow than the last. The equations balanced, the grades were acceptable, but my
soul was screaming a truth I couldn't yet articulate: I was climbing the wrong curve
entirely.

The courage to abandon that path - to leave engineering after three years of investment -
was my first unconscious application of Second Curve thinking. Sometimes the bravest
thing we can do is admit we're on the wrong curve altogether. That decision led me to a
summer camp exchange program that would reshape my entire trajectory. There, working
with children, I discovered what the traditional system had obscured: my deep emotional
connection with young people and a burning desire to ensure no child would be reduced
to their technical abilities alone.

But I knew that wanting to change education wasn't enough. The system that had dragged
me toward engineering was the same one dragging millions of students away from their
purpose, focusing solely on hard skills while ignoring the soft skills and self-knowledge
that make life meaningful. To change this system, I first needed to understand it from the
inside out.

The Courage to Cocoon

Why is it so crucial to initiate a new curve before the old one ends? The answer lies in the
resources - both tangible and intangible - available to us at different points on the curve.
When we're still ascending or at the peak, we have confidence, connections, credibility,



and capital. We have the luxury of experimentation, the space to fail forward, and the
energy to persist through uncertainty.

I think of the butterfly's metamorphosis - it doesn't wait until its caterpillar body fails to
begin its transformation. Instead, at the peak of its caterpillar existence, when it's well-
fed and strong, it instinctively knows to spin its cocoon. This biological wisdom mirrors
Handy's Second Curve perfectly. The caterpillar uses its remaining energy not to extend
its current form but to invest in a completely new one.

My return to Brazil marked the beginning of my own metamorphosis. I enrolled in
Business Administration, but this time with purpose. I wasn't just acquiring credentials; I
was gathering tools for transformation. My specializations in process and project
management, active methodologies, and educational technologies weren't random
choices - they were deliberate preparations for the educator I intended to become.

When I eventually became the manager of a National Entrepreneurial Education Program,
I brought with me the lived experience of someone who had been failed by traditional
education. Under my management, the program more than doubled its reach to public
school students. This wasn't just a metric of success; it was a measure of how many young
people we prevented from being dragged down paths that ignored their purpose and
potential.

Reading the Signs

Identifying the right moment for transition requires what I call "anticipatory awareness"
- a combination of external observation and internal listening. In futures design, we talk
about weak signals: those subtle indicators that hint at emerging changes before they
become obvious trends. These signals exist in both our professional environments and
our personal lives.

My own journey taught me to recognize these signals early. The emptiness I felt studying
engineering wasn't just personal dissatisfaction - it was a weak signal that the entire
educational system was misaligned, focusing on technical skills while ignoring human
purpose. The joy I experienced at the summer camp wasn't just about finding my Calling
- it was a signal that education could be transformative when it connected with students'
emotions and aspirations.

In the broader education landscape, similar signals were everywhere. Students creating
their own learning content on YouTube. Teachers forming informal networks to share
innovative practices. Parents questioning the relevance of standardized curricula.
Employers lamenting that graduates had technical skills but lacked creativity,
communication, and critical thinking. The traditional curve wasn't failing yet, but the
seeds of its obsolescence were sprouting.

As I built my career in educational management, I saw these patterns repeated countless
times. Bright students dimmed by systems that saw only their test scores. Creative
teachers constrained by rigid curricula. The very system that had tried to push me into
engineering based solely on my math skills was still operating, still reducing complex
human beings to simple metrics.

The Mindset of Transition



Embracing the Second Curve demands a particular mindset - one that combines the
strategic thinking of a chess player with the faith of a trapeze artist. You must calculate
risks while accepting that no amount of planning can eliminate uncertainty. This is where
Stoic philosophy becomes invaluable.

The Stoics teach us to focus on what's within our control while accepting what isn't. When
transitioning to a Second Curve, we control our preparation, our effort, and our response
to challenges. We don't control market conditions, other people's reactions, or the ultimate
outcome. This distinction is liberating - it frees us from paralysis while maintaining our
agency.

In my transition to entrepreneurial education, I adopted what Epictetus called the
"discipline of desire" - wanting what happens, rather than expecting what we want to
happen. I desired to transform education through active, disruptive methodologies. But I
disciplined this desire by accepting that transformation would be messy, non-linear, and
often frustrating.

The competencies required for Second Curve thinking go beyond traditional skills. They
include:

Ambidextrous Leadership: The ability to manage the current curve while building the
next one. In practice, this meant maintaining our existing programs while piloting
entrepreneurial education initiatives on the side.

Comfort with Ambiguity: The new curve is, by definition, uncharted. I had to become
comfortable making decisions with incomplete information, treating each choice as an
experiment rather than a definitive answer.

Network Intelligence: Second Curves rarely emerge in isolation. They require
ecosystems of supporters, collaborators, and co-creators. I invested heavily in building
relationships with innovative educators, entrepreneurs, and students who shared our
vision.

Narrative Ability: Transitioning curves means telling a new story - to yourself and
others. I had to articulate why entrepreneurial education wasn't just another methodology
but a fundamental reimagining of learning.

Designing Futures, Not Just Predicting Them

The concept of futures design has gained prominence recently, and for good reason.
Unlike forecasting, which attempts to predict a single likely future, futures design
acknowledges multiple possible futures and actively works to create preferred ones. This
approach aligns perfectly with Second Curve thinking.

In my work, we don't just prepare students and teachers for a predetermined future - we
empower them to design their own futures. Entrepreneurial education is inherently about
futures design. It teaches people to see opportunities where others see obstacles, to
prototype solutions rather than just identify problems, to think in systems rather than silos.

This shift from prediction to design represents its own Second Curve in how we think
about tomorrow. The old curve assumed the future was something that happened to us.



The new curve recognizes the future as something we actively create through our choices,
connections, and courage.

I've watched teachers transform from curriculum deliverers to learning designers.
Students evolve from passive recipients to active creators. These aren't just pedagogical
shifts - they're profound identity transformations that ripple through every aspect of their
lives.

The Personal Metamorphosis

The butterfly metaphor returns here with particular poignancy. Inside the chrysalis, the
caterpillar doesn't just sprout wings - it completely dissolves into a nutrient soup before
reorganizing into an entirely new creature. This dissolution is terrifying but necessary.
You can't become a butterfly by improving your caterpillar skills.

My own dissolution began years ago when [ walked away from engineering. That three-
year investment in a path that wasn't mine had to dissolve completely before I could
reform into who I was meant to be. The summer camp experience was my chrysalis - a
space where I could reimagine myself not as someone defined by mathematical abilities
but as someone who could transform lives through education.

The reformation required deliberate construction. Returning to Brazil to study
administration wasn't a retreat—it was strategic preparation. Each specialization I
pursued - process management, project management, active methodologies, educational
Technologies - was like developing a new organ for flight. I wasn't just learning skills; I
was building the capacity to change a system that had nearly derailed my own life.

When I took on the management of the National Entrepreneurial Education Program, I
brought with me the dissolved remnants of my engineering student self. That experience
of being pushed down the wrong path became the fuel for ensuring others wouldn't suffer
the same fate. More than doubling our reach to public school students wasn't just about
numbers - each student represented someone who might discover their purpose rather
than being dragged toward a future that fit their test scores but not their soul.

The Ripple Effects

What started as a professional transition has transformed every aspect of my life. Second
Curve thinking doesn't compartmentalize - once you see the patterns, you see them
everywhere. Relationships, hobbies, health habits, spiritual practices - all have their
curves, all require periodic renewal.

In my personal relationships, ['ve learned to initiate new depths of connection before the
current patterns grow stale. With my health, I adjust routines before my body forces
change through injury or illness. Spiritually, I seek new practices and perspectives while
still benefiting from established ones.

This holistic application of Second Curve thinking has taught me that growth isn't just
about moving forward - it's about moving forward from a position of strength rather than
desperation. It's about choosing transformation rather than having it chosen for us.

The Smoke Signals of Our Time



We live in an era of accelerating change where Second Curves emerge with increasing
frequency. The pandemic was a massive smoke signal, forcing entire industries onto new
curves overnight. But waiting for such dramatic signals is like waiting for the white smoke
of crisis - by then, our options are limited.

Instead, we must become sensitive to the subtle smoke signals in our own lives: the slight
disengagement at work, the emerging interests we dismiss as hobbies, the conversations
that energize us more than our official responsibilities. These whispers of change are
invitations to begin our next curve while we still have the resources to shape it.

In my work with entrepreneurial education, I see daily evidence that people are capable
of profound transformation when given the right mindset and tools. Teachers who felt
trapped in traditional systems become innovation leaders. Students who were failing in
conventional settings become successful entrepreneurs. These aren't exceptions - they're
examples of what happens when people embrace their Second Curves.

The Continuous Journey

The Second Curve isn't a one-time transition - it's a way of living. Just as the papal
conclave's white smoke signals not an end but a beginning, each Second Curve we
navigate prepares us for the next. The skills, mindset, and courage we develop in one
transition become the foundation for future transformations.

As I write this, I'm already sensing the whispers of my next curve. The entrepreneurial
education movement we've built is succeeding, gaining momentum, changing lives. And
precisely because of this success, I'm beginning to ask: What's next? Not because I'm
dissatisfied, but because I've learned that vitality comes from continuous renewal.

Perhaps the next curve involves scaling our impact through technology. Perhaps it's about
deepening rather than broadening, working more intensively with fewer people. Perhaps
it's something I can't yet imagine. The beauty of Second Curve thinking is that I don't
need to know the exact shape of the future - I just need to remain attentive to the signals
and courageous enough to act on them.

Conclusion: The Art of Perpetual Becoming

Charles Handy gave us more than a business strategy - he gave us a philosophy of
perpetual becoming. In a world that often promotes either reckless change or stubborn
consistency, the Second Curve offers a middle way: thoughtful transformation initiated
from a position of strength.

As I continue working to transform education through entrepreneurial methodologies, I'm
reminded daily that we're not just teaching business skills - we're teaching people how to
navigate their own Second Curves. We're helping them become protagonists of their own
stories, designers of their own futures, conscious citizens who shape the world rather than
merely inhabit it.

The white smoke that signals transformation doesn't always rise from Vatican chimneys.
Sometimes it rises from classroom discussions where students discover their agency.
Sometimes it wisps from kitchen tables where professionals plan their pivots. Sometimes



it emerges from quiet moments of reflection when we realize that who we've been is not
who we must remain.

The Second Curve invites us into a dance with change - not as victims of disruption but
as choreographers of our own evolution. Like the caterpillar who knows when to spin its
cocoon, like the cardinals who know when to elect change, we too can develop the
wisdom to transform at the right moment, in the right way, for the right reasons.

In embracing the Second Curve, we embrace the fundamental truth that life is not a single
ascent but a series of renewals. Each curve we navigate makes us more skilled at
transformation, more comfortable with uncertainty, more capable of helping others
navigate their own transitions. This is the ultimate gift of Handy's insight: not just a
strategy for success, but a blueprint for a life fully lived.

The smoke is rising. The signal is clear. Our next curve awaits.



