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James Reed has worked in careers and recruitment for more than twenty-five years. He is the Chairman and Chief Executive of REED, Britain’s biggest and best-known recruitment name. The company’s purpose is ‘Improving Lives Through Work’ and, by doing so, helping people to ‘Love Mondays’.


REED receives forty million job applications a year, and has delivered over one hundred programmes to help more than 150,000 people who had been long-term unemployed back into work. REED has grown into a global recruitment firm, with annual sales of £1 billion and 3,500 employees working in 140 locations. The largest single shareholder is the Reed Foundation, a charity which owns 18 per cent of the business and supports good causes around the world.


James Reed was voted Top CEO by employee-ratings platform Glassdoor in both 2018 and 2019, and REED won a coveted Best Places to Work award from the same company in 2019. This means it’s the top-ranked recruiter on the list of all organisations voted as excellent workplaces by employees on Glassdoor.


A Fellow of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, James is also the author of several bestselling books: The 7 Second CV: How to Land the Interview; Why You? 101 Interview Questions You’ll Never Fear Again; and The Happy Recruiter: The 7 Ways to Succeed. He also coauthored Put Your Mindset to Work: The One Asset You Really Need to Win and Keep the Job You Love.
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‘A tree that it takes both arms to encircle grew from a tiny rootlet. A pagoda of nine storeys was erected by placing small bricks. A journey of three thousand miles begins with one step.’


Lao Tzu, from the Tao Te Ching







Your Best Career Starts Here


When you think about how much time we spend at work each week, it seems strange that we put so little of it into thinking about our career. It may be because careers can seem like curious creatures. When we leave school or college it’s inconceivable that one day we’ll be retiring, and when we’re in the thick of things it’s just as hard to look more than one step ahead. I don’t know about you, but when I’m experiencing the middle of winter I struggle to remember what last summer felt like. Did I really walk around in shorts and a t-shirt, and not feel the cold?


But just as inevitably as the seasons come around, there will arrive a day when you look back on your working life and evaluate it. How will you feel? What will you think? Regrets you may have a few, but I hope not too many. Your aim should be to feel proud of what you’ve accomplished over the previous sixty-odd years. To achieve this takes energy, positivity and just a little courage – qualities I’ll be exploring throughout this book.


While I was researching it I came across an interesting story about David Bowie. Some documentary film-makers had discovered that he’d auditioned for the BBC back in 1965. In those days, anyone wanting to perform had to be approved by the corporation’s Talent Selection Group, a committee of – shall we say – somewhat crusty, traditional men who were responsible for ensuring that any act appearing on the radio was of an acceptable standard.


What was their verdict? ‘A singer devoid of personality,’ wrote one. ‘Singer not particularly exciting. Routines dull,’ noted another. Sadly, poor Bowie (then still called Davy Jones) failed the test, but he didn’t let this hold him back. Four years later, he was to find global fame with his 1969 album David Bowie and the single ‘Space Oddity’. The rest, as we know, is music history.


It would be fair to say that David Bowie is a shining example of someone who took charge of his career and of his destiny. He had a famously reinventive approach to his work, and in one of the archive clips that was uncovered he’s quoted as saying, ‘I spent all my formative years adopting guises and changing roles, just learning to be somebody.’ It is now more than fifty years since he released that first album and, as a reporter in The Times noted, his ‘early stumbles show that bad reviews are merely a temporary setback’. He also kept working until the very end, with his final album Blackstar being released just days before his death in 2016.


You too can paint the canvas of your career just like Bowie did – it really is within your ability. But to do this you need to know things that you didn’t learn at school or university, which is why I’ve written this book. As the Chairman of REED Recruitment, I’ve helped millions of people find work, and in doing so have built a billion-pound business. I’ve also worked in the jobs market for over twenty-five years now – that’s a quarter of a century of immersion in other people’s careers. Through the thousands of conversations I’ve had with job-seekers, recruiters, workers and business leaders, I’ve been lucky enough to pick up some valuable wisdom that you won’t find collected anywhere but here. There are so many successful people out there with equally brilliant career journeys. Why not learn from them? Their careers have been the result of hundreds of small decisions made along the way. Decisions that have made them into the people they are today.


You may be starting out in your working life and wondering what your first step should be. You may also be asking yourself when ‘working’ becomes a career. Or you could be mid-journey, enjoying the fruits of your experience but not sure whether you want to continue in the same direction. Perhaps you’re a few years from retirement and your heart is set on one last transition (or even to wind down in a way that feels right for you). Whatever your situation, I aim to bring you a mixture of challenge and motivation, helping you to feel confident and then to do something powerful with your self-belief. This is how you will fulfil your potential and make a success both of your work and the rest of your life.


WHAT KIND OF CAREER SEEKER ARE YOU?


At this point, let’s take a short and good-natured diversion on the road to career success by working out if we can spot the different types of career seekers who roam the corridors of pretty much every organisation. Can you spot any familiar figures? And which one are you?


The bewildered student


Characteristics: emerges blinking from the sheltered confines of school or university, only to gulp at the thought of facing the ‘real world’.


Strengths: a blank sheet of paper, ready and willing to write their dream career upon it. They’re up for anything as long as it brings in a bit of money and provides experience and excitement.


Weaknesses: they haven’t a clue what they want to do, and don’t have any experience in doing it either.


Next steps: throw yourself into whatever opportunities you can to learn, travel and develop. It’s more about what you learn than what you earn at this stage.


Missing in action


Characteristics: having achieved the dream of being promoted through several roles and gaining valuable experience, this careerist has discovered that what they wanted when they first started is now losing its shine. Pastures new are on the agenda, but which ones and how to find them?


Strengths: they know what they’re good at and have confidence that they have something special to offer an organisation.


Weaknesses: they’re just not sure what that something is, and it’s eating away at them.


Next steps: take a breath and congratulate yourself on what you’ve achieved so far. Then examine your passions, values and purpose in life. What career could both match those and give you the fulfilment that’s escaping you right now?


The ostrich


Characteristics: obsessed with their work, this person has their nose to the grindstone 24/7. They think nothing of answering emails over dinner, working weekends as well as all week, and burying themselves in the minutiae of their industry.


Strengths: hugely experienced, and valuable to any organisation that cherishes commitment and hard work over anything else.


Weaknesses: by sticking their head in the ground and never glancing up to see what’s over the horizon, this worker runs the risk of being taken by surprise by changes in their company or sector. Just as worryingly, they’ll be missing all sorts of opportunities that are staring them in the face.


Next steps: stop, look up and glance around. Meet people – any people. Ask questions and listen to them. You’ll be amazed at what you learn.


The easy lifer


Characteristics: never happier than when chatting by the water cooler or scrolling down their newsfeed on work time, this clock-watcher has the secret dream of marrying a rich celebrity and living the life to which they believe they’re entitled.


Strengths: none that are obvious, although their hours spent finding ways to avoid work have given them skills in persuasiveness and networking that would rival a salesperson extraordinaire.


Weaknesses: with a lazy attitude to their career, they’re unlikely to go far. And that’s a shame, because their false preconceptions of work as being boring and unfulfilling will therefore be confirmed.


Next steps: if you’re happy like this, then fine. But if not, consider what more you could give to your organisation and try it. You never know, you might find it gives you something valuable in return.


The fired fifty-something


Characteristics: having settled comfortably into the assumption that the next twenty years would hold more of the same, this career mid-lifer has a rude awakening when the scythe of redundancy sweeps their organisation.


Strengths: tons of experience, which can be applied to a variety of roles and workplaces.


Weaknesses: the opposite of the proverbial boy scout, this person is completely unprepared.


Next steps: it’s going to be OK. Your achievements will follow you wherever you go – you just need to gather your wits and plan your next steps. The path to retirement doesn’t always run smooth.


Do you recognise yourself, even just a little bit, in there? Or maybe you’re a combination of two or three of these people. Whatever your discovery, it’s good to be straight with yourself because that’s where the learning begins.


BE A HAVE-A-GO HERO


I’ve developed much of my approach to life by learning from my father, Alec Reed, whom you’ll see popping up occasionally throughout this book. Alec has always been prepared to give things a go. As well as founding REED and various other business ventures, he also set up a charity website called The Big Give. How it came about is certainly an example of the saying, ‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’. Wanting to do something more for charity, he invited a group of philanthropists to a two-hour brainstorming session, promising to buy them lunch in return. They spent a couple of hours exploring ideas for new charities, but when the time was up there was no firm conclusion. Just as they were standing up to go to lunch, one of them said to him, ‘You should set up a virtual charity.’


My father mulled over this comment as they walked to the restaurant and realised that he didn’t have the faintest idea what the man had meant. ‘What do you mean, a virtual charity?’ he asked as they sat down to eat. ‘Oh, I haven’t a clue,’ replied his guest. My father chuckled at this, but the suggestion triggered an idea to create an online platform that charities could use to showcase their appeals. The hope was that donors with deep pockets would window-shop for the ones they wanted to support, without having to contact the charities directly and feel under pressure to donate. The Big Give was born.


At first it was pretty uneventful – the website gained one donation of £100,000, which made everyone excited, but that was it. Then my father had another idea, which was that he’d give a million pounds from his own charitable foundation to match whatever the other charities were able to raise through the site. He knew he was onto something when his money was matched within just forty-five minutes of opening the appeal, and that’s how The Big Give took off. Today it’s the leading match funding platform and has raised over £100 million for thousands of different charities. Our ambition is for it to have raised over a billion pounds one day.


The lesson from this is that it’s always important to give something a go if you feel strongly about it. Never assume that it’s not possible, because even if it doesn’t work out you’ll learn and grow from the experience. People who take charge of their careers are what I like to call ‘have-a-go heroes’, and if you don’t feel terribly heroic right now you may find yourself becoming more so by the end of this book. I hope so, and can guarantee that you’ll be more than capable of surprising yourself.


THE FIVE FUNDAMENTALS OF CAREER SUCCESS


If you think of your career as being a road trip, ‘having a go’ is the fuel that drives your car and the Five Fundamentals are the rules of the road that you need to know to reach your destination. So, what are these rules?


1.Be ambitious


The word ‘ambitious’ sometimes has a bad press, but I don’t see it as being negative or grasping. To me it means having high expectations of yourself and of the place you work. Where do you see yourself in the future? What do you plan to give and receive throughout your life and career? One of the currencies you can trade in is ideas, which make up the most precious resource any organisation can have. The more ideas you have and the better you implement them, the more ambitious you can afford to be.


2.Be a powerhouse of positivity


There’s plenty of scientific evidence to show that positive thinking affects every aspect of your life, and especially your career. The more meaningful you believe your work to be, the better you’ll feel both mentally and physically – it’s a virtuous circle. This is allied to having a growth mindset, in which you stay open to learning and developing throughout your life.


You’ve never had as many opportunities to improve and learn as you do now, because the world of self-education – one of the keys to a successful career – is available to you at all times. There are blogs, books and videos on a multitude of topics at your fingertips. Use them to teach yourself about whatever you want to focus on, and if you struggle with feeling demotivated, read about that as well!


Not only do you have the opportunity to learn, you can also achieve more than you think you’re capable of. On most days we don’t even reach 40 per cent of our capacity, both physical and mental, but I’m sure you’ve experienced moments when you reached a new level just because you had to rise to a challenge. There’s an inner courage within each one of us and we surely have to connect with it. I call it being spirited. This is the spark that ignites the fire that will propel you forward.


3.Understand yourself and your organisation


Whether you’re aware of it or not, you have enormous strengths within you, ranging from what you know (being good at maths or art, for instance) to the qualities you have (integrity, curiosity and determination). Understanding yourself means that you have an insight into what you can offer a job or organisation. Where could you make yourself most useful, and in what way? Knowing where your strengths lie opens up opportunities for you, because you’ll start to see what a wide range of roles you can claim as your own.


There’s no use, however, in being clear on what you have to offer if you’re not equally knowledgeable about the place you plan to work. When you apply for a job, you’re thinking of committing a considerable amount of your time and energy to that organisation. At a party recently, I was chatting to a woman who asked me how a particular company was doing, and she was amazed when I took out my phone and looked up their accounts online. Anyone can do this, and if you’re wanting to enter into a long-term relationship with a company (for that’s what it is), you should do your due diligence.


4.Know your supports


Try this for an interesting question. In your career, who’s helping you move forward and who’s holding you back? Your answers will prompt a re-evaluation of who you hang around with and whose company you actively seek out.


There is so much support around us, but we don’t always see it. Close friends and family are obvious, but there are bound to be other people who you’ve met in different contexts and who you might have forgotten. Think about the clubs you’ve joined, the activities you’ve taken part in, the jobs you’ve done, and the places you’ve studied. All contain potential sources of help and advice.


5.Lead yourself


You may or may not aspire to be a leader of others in the future, but one person you must learn to lead is yourself. That means organising yourself, being proactive, not settling for second best, and discovering what you need to do to have the career that you want. Another way of looking at this is to be self-reliant, self-motivated, self-disciplined and self-aware.


Does this all seem a bit, well, self-centred? Yes, possibly. But who else is going to make sure that you wake up each working day looking forward to the hours ahead? It’s down to you to make it happen and this book will help you along the way.


MY AMBITION FOR YOU


Now it’s my turn to be ambitious, because my sincere hope for you is that you’ll leave Life’s Work with insights that will help you to power ahead in your own career. I want you to think, ‘I can do this’, or ‘I see how that works now, I’ll give it a try’. If you feel moved to change the way you approach your career in a positive way, you will spot opportunities more easily than you did before. That’s success in action.


You’ll see that each of the twelve chapters is based on a command (you can think of them as the Twelve Career Commandments if you like). And at the end of each chapter are five bullet points that summarise the key messages, totalling sixty easily accessible, golden career nuggets. If you use them wisely they’ll help you to enrich your career for the better and to change your life for good.


You’ll also find a couple of questions relating to what you’ve just read, called ‘And just asking’. These will help you to apply what you’ve learned to your own career and life, so you can start putting your new knowledge into practice straightaway.




CHAPTER 1


Look in the Mirror


Working in the recruitment business, I talk to people about their careers almost daily. It’s rare that I come across someone who says that they knew exactly what they wanted to do when they left school, and is on the same trajectory decades later. Life isn’t like that, and it would probably be boring if it was. As one of the top professors at Harvard Business School, Lynda Applegate, once said to me, ‘Straight roads aren’t as interesting as winding ones.’


The people I do meet frequently are those who started off on the wrong career footing for one simple reason: they didn’t think about what would fulfil them in their work. This led them to make the wrong decisions, such as taking a job their parents wanted them to do, or a role that was well paid but that they didn’t enjoy. I don’t want you to make the same mistake, which is why we’re starting off with a process of self-reflection. A little self-knowledge and awareness will take you a long way, so carrying out a personal audit is an excellent place to begin. After all, when you decide upon your life’s work you first need to know what fires you up.


This applies wherever you are in life. A friend’s son came to see me recently because he was at a crossroads in his career and was unsure what to do next. I could see his confidence was at a low ebb, as is often the case in these circumstances. If you’ve been in his shoes you’ll know what I mean. You might have lost your job, felt disappointed that your previous role wasn’t what you expected, or maybe your organisation changed in a way that didn’t suit you. I suggested to this young man that he was at a ‘look in the mirror’ moment, and that doing what I’m about to describe to you might help him decide on his next steps.


I’d suggest that, unlike this man, you don’t leave looking in the mirror until you’re forced into it, because it’s much easier to carry out a self-evaluation when you’re in a positive frame of mind. And you can do it as often as you like – most of the elements are relevant whatever your age or stage. When you’re thinking about what you want to do with your time on earth, there’s no rule that says you can only do this introspection in your twenties.


I appreciate that you might want to run from the idea of carrying out a self-analysis. Most people do. Apart from anything else it sounds self-obsessed, doesn’t it? I understand, but the word ‘self’ has an undeservedly bad press in my opinion. What I’m talking about here is self-focused leadership; not in a ‘look at me, aren’t I amazing’ way, but in a constructively self-critical way. This is the best form of criticism, because when you do it to yourself it’s a lot more palatable than when someone else does it for you. Whenever I talk about this in front of groups and ask people, ‘Who likes to be criticised?’ no one ever raises their hand. But when you open yourself up to some gentle evaluation by you, it can be different. The theme of self-criticism runs through this book, so it’s a good idea to grow used to it from the beginning.


In fact there are many words you’ll come across throughout the following chapters, all of them beginning with ‘self’. Self-motivation, self-analysis, self-confidence, self-criticism, self-determination, self-development, self-esteem, self-improvement, self-mastery, self-reliance, self-focused leadership – the list goes on. There’s nothing wrong with ‘self’ in these contexts, because by focusing inwards you’re learning the skills to lead and inspire others as well as advancing your own career.


MIRROR, MIRROR ON THE WALL …


Let’s take a look at what this ‘look in the mirror’ thing is all about. I’m going to lead you through a four-step process for gaining an understanding of who you are. I know that you might be tempted to skip this because it sounds strange and involves a deliberate effort to do something practical. But all this means is that, if you’re one of the few who do go through it, you’ll have an edge over all the other people who don’t. At the least you’ll begin to have an understanding of yourself that will stand you in good stead for the future, and at the most you’ll find it life-changing. With this kind of upside, I’d say that it’s worth half an hour of your time.


Step 1: find a mirror


You’re going to carry out this exercise looking in an actual mirror. Please find one and take a long look at yourself for ten minutes – this is who you are, literally. In a world in which attention spans are increasingly short this may feel like a tough exercise, but the more you look the more you’ll see. This isn’t about judging the size of your nose or working out if you’re attractive enough, although those thoughts may cross your mind. It’s about seeing beyond that into your soul and appreciating who you really are. When you’ve done this write down what came to mind.


Many years ago I did this exercise as part of a group mindfulness session, in which we had to study ourselves in detail. I gazed at the lines on my face, my eyes, and everything about my appearance. Although I started off feeling as if it was almost impossible to do, I relaxed into it and found that I was appreciating myself more and more because I realised that, just like you, I have something special. I’m the only one of me there is, which makes me unique. You’re the only one of ‘you’ there is, which makes you unique. Distinctiveness is of great value.
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