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Introduction


Mentoring matters.





For as long as I can remember, I have had the immense benefit of having great mentors, and the immense responsibility of being one. This book is ultimately an encapsulation of the most challenging – and the most common – questions and conundrums that have arisen during my mentoring conversations. 

Rarely have those issues been truly about the big things: should I take the promotion, should I relocate for work, should I undertake further study? The big questions have a way of answering themselves. It is the seemingly smallest of moments that repeatedly generate the most friction and frustration.

Most people assume that careers advance on merit. That intelligence, expertise and hard work will eventually be recognised and rewarded. That if you do your job well enough, consistently enough, the system will notice.

Sometimes this is true. Often, it is not.

Across organisations, industries and sectors, careers tend to follow a less explicit logic. People who are technically capable stall. Others, no more talented – sometimes less so – progress steadily. The difference is rarely raw ability. More often, it is behaviour.

This book is about that difference.

It is about the small, repeated ways people conduct themselves at work, and how those behaviours are interpreted by others. It is about judgement rather than technique, and about influence rather than performance. It is about what people notice, remember, and quietly factor into decisions long before anything formal is decided.

None of this is written down in policy manuals. Much of it is not discussed openly. Yet it shapes working lives in enduring ways.

Over time, patterns become visible.

People who are trusted tend to be discreet.

People who are influential tend to be predictable.

People who advance tend to reduce friction rather than create it.

These traits are rarely celebrated explicitly. They are simply rewarded.

This book does not argue against brilliance. Competence matters. Expertise matters. Work matters. But brilliance alone is rarely sufficient. Without judgement, it can even become a liability – drawing attention without confidence, or influence without trust.

Behaviour is the multiplier.

How you speak when under pressure.

How you handle information that is not yours to share.

How you show up when nothing important appears to be happening.

How you treat people with less power than you.

These moments accumulate. They form a professional reputation that is often clearer to others than it is to the person living inside it.

It is also important to acknowledge that the behaviours and norms described in this book are not learned or rewarded evenly. Professional environments are shaped by history, culture, power and unspoken assumptions that advantage some people more than others – including assumptions about communication, emotion, authority and belonging. Factors such as culture, neurodiversity, gender, race, religion and background can affect how behaviour is read and responded to, often in ways that are invisible to those for whom these norms feel natural. Naming these dynamics is not an endorsement of their fairness, but a refusal to leave them implicit. When expectations remain unspoken, they tend to benefit those already fluent in them.

The chapters that follow examine these behaviours one by one. Not as rules, and not as etiquette in the narrow sense, but as signals – of awareness, maturity and readiness for responsibility.

They are written from observation rather than aspiration.

From watching who is relied upon when stakes are high.

From noticing who is invited into difficult conversations – and who is not.

From seeing how cultures form around what is tolerated, excused or ignored.

This is not a book about being perfect at work. It is about being deliberate.

It does not offer formulas, frameworks or scripts. Those exist elsewhere. Instead, it offers a way of looking at professional life that makes certain outcomes easier to understand – and certain choices clearer.

It is also not an academic tome, nor is it intended to be. Often – and consciously – I mention that research reinforces some of the points I make. I have deliberately not references specific citations as there is simply too much for what is, essentially, a selection of brief essays. But you might, of course, like like to look up some research and references for yourself.

You may recognise yourself in some of these pages. You may recognise colleagues, leaders or organisations you have worked within. That is intentional. The behaviours described here are common because they are human. They are also consequential.

The aim is not to encourage conformity or suppress individuality. Good organisations need difference, challenge and imagination. But they also need trust, predictability and shared norms. Behaviour is how those things are established and maintained.

This book assumes an intelligent reader.

It assumes you are capable at what you do.

It assumes you care about your work.

It assumes you are navigating complexity, constraint and competing demands.

What it does not assume is that the rules of advancement have been made explicit – or that they are always fair.

Understanding how people really get on at work does not require cynicism. It requires clarity.

Clarity about what is rewarded and what is merely admired.

Clarity about which behaviours build influence and which quietly erode it.

Clarity about how much of professional life is shaped not by what we intend, but by what others experience.

Behaviour, in the end, is not just personal. It is relational. It lands somewhere.

The chapters that follow are designed to be read in sequence or individually. Each stands on its own, but together they form a picture of professional conduct that is grounded, exacting and realistic.

They are offered not as instruction, but as perspective.

If the book succeeds, it will help you see familiar situations more clearly. It may confirm instincts you already have, sharpen judgements you have been holding tentatively, or challenge habits that no longer serve you.

At its best, work is a shared endeavour – demanding, imperfect and meaningful. How we behave within it shapes not only our own trajectories, but the quality of the environments we create for others.

This book is about that responsibility.
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