The Strategic Sabbatical

CAREER TRANSFORMATION FRAMEWORK

2.5 Years Off.
Infinitely More Valuable.

How a strategic sabbatical transformed 15 years of M&A experience into Al
expertise—and how you can design your own intentional career pivot.

John J. Shay IV
M&A Executive — Al Strategist
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THE TRANSFORMATION °

From Crisis to Catalyst

S4B+ 10+ 2.5

M&A DEALS CLOSED Al SYSTEMS BUILT YEARS INVESTED

I "The best time to reinvent yourself is when you don't have to—the second best time is during a crisis.”

The Strategic Sabbatical John J. Shay IV | bit.ly/jjshay




PHASE 1

The Catalyst: When Crisis Creates Clarity

The Philips CPAP Recall
The Realization

B e ecainiistony, After 15 years of executing deals for others, I had the expertise but lacked leverage. Domain

® Overnight shift from growth to crisis mode expertise without emerging tech fluency is a depreciating asset.

® S$1B+in losses, massive restructuring "
KEY INSIGHT

® My role eliminated in restructuring Disruption is a feature, not a bug—leverage it.
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PHASE 2

The Decision Framework

Option A: Return to Corporate Option B: Strategic Reset
Pros: Immediate income, familiar path, lower risk Pros: Build new capabilities, control narrative, unique positioning
Cons: Same trajectory, same ceiling, same vulnerabilities Cons: Financial runway required, uncertain timeline
Outcome: 5-7 years to Director/VP, then what? Outcome: Emerge differentiated, not just employed

Decision Point: The question isn't "Can | afford to take time off?" It's "Can | afford to return to a career path that's being disrupted?"
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DECISION FRAMEWORK °

The 3-Question Test

I
Timing Runway Leverage
Is your industry being disrupted? If yes, the cost of not adapting compounds daily. Do you have 18-36 months of financial cushion? Factor in health insurance. What existing assets can you build upon? Skills, network, reputation.
My Answer: My Answer: My Answer:
Al is reshaping every knowledge industry. Now or never. Savings + art business income = sustainable runway. M&A skills + 8,400 LinkedIn connections.
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PHASE 3

My Sabbatical Blueprint

I
= ~
—
Year 1: Learn Year 2: Build
Formal education + fundamentals Production systems + portfolio
« MIT Al Executive Program « 10+ Al systems deployed
« Stanford & Harvard sessions « Real client projects
+ Daily technical study + Measurable results

I 'A sabbatical without a blueprint is just unemployment with better branding."

The Strategic Sabbatical

" 4
&

Year 2.5: Position
Strategic re-entry

« Unique value proposition
« Proof of capabilities
« Targeted opportunities
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BLUEPRINT DETAIL

Weekly Operating Rhythm

Time Allocation (40-50 hrs/week)

Technical Learning

Courses, documentation, tutorials

40%

Building Projects

Hands-on implementation

35%

Network Maintenance

Connections, content, visibility

15%

Income Activities

Gauntlet Gallery, consulting

10%

The Strategic Sabbatical

Daily Non-Negotiables

1 2+hours of deep technical work
1 Document one learning publicly
1 One meaningful connection touch
[1 Physical activity (cycling, gym)

[1 End-of-day progress log

Pro Tip:

Treat your sabbatical like a job—with even higher standards.
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BLUEPRINT DETAIL

Milestone Checkpoints

Foundation Complete

Core concepts mastered, first prototype built, learning rhythm established

First Production System

Working system solving real problem, initial user feedback collected

Portfolio Established

3-5 systems deployed, measurable business impact, case studies documented

Expert Positioning

Recognized expertise in niche, inbound opportunities emerging, re-entry ready

Strategic Re-Entry

Target role secured or business scaled, unique position in market established

The Strategic Sabbatical
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PHASE 4
Education Strategy: Credentials + Skills
Formal Programs Self-Directed Learning
R —— ® APl documentation deep dives (OpenAl, Anthropic)
MIT Al Executive Program ® GitHub repositories and code review
Strategic Al frameworks, executive network, credibility signal e Technical blogs and research papers
® YouTube tutorials and courses

SUPPLEMENTARY

Stanford & Harvard Sessions ® Community Discord servers

Specialized workshops, thought leadership, network diversification

Reality Check: 80% of my learning came from building, not courses.
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EDUCATION STRATEGY

ROI Framework for Learning Investments

4

Credentials
Signal competence to gatekeepers (HR, recruiters, hiring managers)

Invest when: Targeting corporate roles, pivoting industries

My spend: ~$25K (MIT)

4

Skills

Actual capabilities that produce results and solve problems

Invest when: Building products, consulting, entrepreneurship

My spend: ~$2K (tools, APIs)

@
Network

Relationships that accelerate opportunities and open doors

Invest when: Career pivots, BD roles, exec positions

My spend: Time investment

.

The Formula: Credentials get you interviews. Skills get you offers. Network gets you opportunities that never get posted.

The Strategic Sabbatical
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The Strategic Sabbatical

THE REAL SECRET

Build Instead of Learn

The difference between hobbyist and expert isn't time spent studying—it's systems
shipped to production.

10+ $500K+  100%

PRODUCTION SYSTEMS CLIENT VALUE CREATED SELF-BUILT PORTFOLIO
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PORTFOLIO HIGHLIGHTS

What I Built During 2.5 Years

FindFake.Al

Fraud Detection

v Image analysis pipeline
¥ Pattern recognition
v Real-time verification

Voice Agents

Al Communication

v Customer service bots
v Appointment scheduling
v Lead qualification

The Strategic Sabbatical

Legal Discovery Al

Document Analysis

v 10,000+ pages processed
v Entity extraction
v Timeline generation

Blockchain CoA

Authentication

v Immutable provenance
v QR verification
v Gallery integration

E-commerce Automation

Multi-Platform

v Cross-platform sync
v Al descriptions
v Inventory mgmt

Content Systems

Auto Generation

Vv LinkedIn carousels
v Video scripts
v Presentation decks
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The Build-to-Learn Framework

Step-by-Step Process
e Identify Real Problem

From your own work, network, or business
e Build MVP in 2 Weeks

Ship something that works, even if ugly
e Deploy to Production

Real users, real feedback, real constraints

Document the Journey
Case study = proof of capability

The Strategic Sabbatical

Why This Works

— Forces you to solve real problems
— Creates demonstrable proof of skills
— Builds portfolio while you learn

— Generates stories for interviews

"Nobody cares how many courses you completed. They care what you can build."
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CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTOR

Network Maintenance During Sabbatical

The Visibility Trap

Out of sight = out of mind. Most sabbatical-takers disappear and return to find their network has moved on.

MY NETWORK

8.400+
LINKEDIN CONNECTIONS

Maintained throughout sabbatical with consistent, valuable content

The Strategic Sabbatical

Weekly System

® 3-5LinkedIn posts per week (insights, not updates)
® 10 meaningful comments daily on others' content
® 2-3 coffee chats or calls per week

® Monthly newsletter to close contacts

® Quarterly in-person events or meetups

Key Shift: Position yourself as learning in public, not hiding.
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NETWORK STRATEGY G

The Content Flywheel

Content Types That Work

Behind-the-Scenes Builds

"Here's how | built X in 48 hours..."

Lessons Learned
"5 things | wish | knew about Al APIs..."

Career Insights

"Why | left a Director role to learn Al..."

Industry Analysis
"How Al will change M&A in 2025..."

LEARN BUILD

New skill Production

CONNECT SHARE

Opportunities Document
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ESSENTIAL FOUNDATION @

Financial Planning for Your Sabbatical

Runway Calculation Income Bridges

Category Monthly Existing Business

Gauntlet Gallery provided baseline income

Housing SX, XXX
Health Insurance SXXX Consulting (Selective)
Fractional projects that align with learning goals
Living Expenses SX, XXX
. New Projects
Learning Investments SXXX

Al systems built for clients become paid R&D

TOTAL MONTHLY SX, XXX

Balance: Income activities shouldn't exceed 10-15% of your time.

N
b

*Target: 24-36 months of runway minimum
\
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FINANCIAL MINDSET e

Reframing the Investment

Traditional View Strategic View
"I'm losing 2.5 years of salary." "I'm investing in a decade of differentiation."
"I'm falling behind my peers." "I'm lapping my peers in future-readiness."
"My resume will have a gap." "My story will stand out."
"I'm taking a huge risk." "'Staying static is the bigger risk."

I "The best investment I ever made wasn't in a stock or property—it was in mysell during a time when the markel said I should be scared."
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PHASE 5

The Re-Entry Strategy

Position Prove Target
Don't explain the gap. Own the transformation.

Portfolio > resume. Show working systems. Roles where your combination is uniquely valuable.

"I took 2.5 years to build Al expertise—here's what | shipped..." 10+ production systems, documented case studies, measurable results Al Strategy, Business Development, Product, Consulting

My Target Roles

Al Strategy & Business Development at companies like Anthropic, OpenAl, Microsoft—where M&A expertise meets Al implementation experience.
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YOUR ACTION PLAN

The Strategic Sabbatical Checklist

Before You Start

1 Calculate 24-36 month runway

During

[ Maintain weekly rhythm

Re-Entry

|

Portfolio ready (6+ projects)

1 Secure health insurance 1 Build in public 1 Case studies documented

(1 Define 3-5 learning goals 1 Ship to production monthly 1 Story refined & practiced

[ Identify income bridges 0 Document everything [ Targetrolesidentified

(1 Tell your network your plan [1 Stay visible on LinkedIn 1 Network warm outreach

1 Set milestone checkpoints [ Track progress vs milestones [ Interview prep complete

[ Remember: A sabbatical is not a vacation. It's an accelerated investment period that requires more discipline than a regular job—but pays compound returns. ]
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LET'S CONNECT

Ready to Design Your
Strategic Sabbatical?

L]
Whether you're considering a career pivot or navigating disruption, let's

talk strategy.

CONNECT PORTFOLIO
Linkedin: /in/jjshay  bit.ly/jjshay

John J. Shay IV
M&A Executive = Al Strategist

$4B+in M&A | 10+ Al Systems | MIT Al Executive Program
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