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SECRETS OF SUCCESS AT WORK


50 Techniques to Excel


Nigel Cumberland










 
	This SECRETS book contains a number of special textual features that have been developed to help you navigate the chapters quickly and easily. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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	Each chapter contains quotes from inspiring figures. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints and why each secret is useful in a practical context.
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	Also included in each chapter are three strategies that outline the ways you can put this secret into practice.
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	The putting it all together box at the end of each chapter provides a summary of each chapter, and a quick way into the core concepts of each secret.
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	You’ll also see a chapter ribbon down the right-hand side of each right-hand page, to help you mark your progress through the book and to make it easy to refer back to a particular chapter you found useful or inspiring.










INTRODUCTION
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‘Allow yourself to be inspired. Allow yourself to succeed. Dare to excel.’










Vince Dente


What do really successful working professionals know and do that the rest of us don’t? What are their secret recipes for success? Think of people who are excelling in their own work and careers. Who comes to mind? Perhaps you think of a particular colleague, an ex-boss, your father, or a well-known personality such as Jack Welch, Albert Einstein, J. K. Rowling or Steve Jobs. In what ways have such role models been so successful in their work? What they have done that others might have failed to do as well?


No matter what your profession, you can be a success in your work and excel in your job. The ‘thousand dollar question’ is how can you make this happen? The answers are to be found within this book’s 50 secrets.


Today, virtually everybody works in some kind of job or career and on average we spend between 50 per cent and as much as 90 per cent of our waking day at work. As a result, being successful in our work closely equates with having a successful life, with the latter not normally being possible if we are failing to excel in our work life. This makes it imperative that, if you are seeking to have a great life, you must be ready to put in the effort to excel in your work.


The nature of work in the 21st century is also rapidly evolving: the days of having a ‘job for life’ are a thing of the past and very few of us will spend our lives working in only one organization in the same role and in the same location. Today we might work from home or share a workstation with colleagues, we might have bosses and colleagues based in other locations who we have only ever met online in video conferences, many of us work flexi-time and, in this world of information overload and 24/7 communications, we find ourselves feeling compelled to work all the time. At work we are all increasingly under pressure to perform well and to work harder, and simply being average or satisfactory is not enough as organizations regularly seek cost and efficiency savings through downsizing their workforces and laying off staff. The end result is that we are all expected to do and to achieve more in less time with fewer colleagues and resources to help us.


With the exception of those who give their time on a voluntary or pro bono basis, we all work in order to be paid some kind of income or remuneration and, in return for such money, we are expected to perform well. Our employers expect us to try to succeed in our work and, if we fail to do so, we might lose our job or miss out on salary increases or promotion opportunities. For many of us, not trying to succeed is simply not an option.


All of these workplace changes have meant that the range of skills required to succeed is similarly changing and evolving. In the past it was often enough simply to arrive at work on time, to do exactly what you were told and to be willing to work overtime when needed. Today’s working life is more demanding and complicated and to succeed we need a varied toolbox filled with various skills, knowledge and behaviours. The range and number of possible careers and job professions have grown exponentially in recent years; just think of the roles that never existed 10 or 20 years ago, such as those related to information technology, the Internet, biotechnology and the environment.


Each job role or profession might require some specific and unique technical skills but, fortunately, no matter what kind of work you do, the required non-technical people or soft skills are similar across all professions and careers and can be learned and mastered.


In addition to money, we all work for a range of other reasons, and understanding your own reasons or motivations for working can help you to determine how you can optimally succeed in the workplace. Some people work in order to connect with other people, others seek the intellectual stimulation offered by their work, some love to travel in their job, others love being a boss while some simply like doing good work and being acknowledged for this.


This book’s secrets are invaluable for everyone who is currently working or who is wishing to enter the workforce. Each reader will relate to each secret and the lists of strategies in different ways, depending on their own experiences and type of career. For those who have recently entered the workforce, so much of this book will seem new and you may need to experiment in applying the secrets to learn which ones are most applicable to your own journey towards work success. For those with a few years of work experience under their belt, this book can help to show you what you have been doing well already while also teaching you what you might have been forgetting to do or were doing incorrectly.


What really constitutes success at work? Excelling in a job can mean different things to each of us and each would define success slightly differently. However, after giving career coaching to hundreds of people over the years, I have learned that work success can be viewed in five different ways:


1.  Being liked and valued by your boss and colleagues – This requires a broad range of skills and behaviours including emotional intelligence, listening, coaching and integrity.


2.  Achieving and hopefully exceeding your goals – You will never be viewed as successful if you do not achieve the goals, targets and expectations set by your employer.


3.  Having a career future – This can be evidenced through you being promoted and having a positive career future while at the same time minimizing the chances of you being laid off or fired.


4.  Doing meaningful and enjoyable work – Being successful doing work that you do not enjoy or find meaningful is a struggle. It is like being asked to smile when you are not happy.


5.  Avoiding stress and burn-out – How can anyone claim to be achieving work success if they are letting their working day cause them stress, leaving them drained and burnt out?


These five aspects of work success are what this book’s 50 secrets are intended to help you achieve.


When we are young, we might be willing to focus on only the first two or three aspects – working hard to achieve any goals given to you by your boss while also keeping an eye out for the next promotion. Such a person might be working long hours ‘burning the midnight oil’ and may not enjoy most of what they have to do at work. I would call this an example of partial excelling at work and few, if any, of us could sustain this kind of working life during our entire careers. Such a person’s lack of meaning in their work and probable high stress level and chance of burn-out will eventually affect their ability to achieve their performance targets and goals while also reducing the chances of any further career growth and promotions. Success at work must be sustainable and it must not come at a price that you will later regret having paid. After all, it is no good pleasing your boss while you burn out and subsequently need to take lots of sick leave – I would call that a short-lived ‘excelling’. This book’s 50 secrets aim to share how to achieve a balanced success in the workplace so that you continually excel in your career.


The 50 secrets cover all aspects of possible work success and, when combined together, they will enable you to excel and succeed in whatever jobs or careers you choose to be in. Treat this book as your personal toolbox containing the full range of optimal skills, behaviours and activities that you can draw upon in the right amounts and at the right moments to ensure that you succeed in all aspects of your working life and career. You may find you use some of the tools very often; others you may rarely need to pick up at all. In fact, it would be impossible and frankly absurd to practise all 50 secrets at the same time. There is a time and a place for each of the secrets – for example, there will be times when you must be patient, other times when it is ideal for you to work alone very quickly, while in the next moment you might need to coach a colleague by listening carefully to their issues.


Other people can help you succeed in your work and career, but at the end of the day you are the one in charge of your own life and career and it is up to you to decide how much you wish to succeed and how you will achieve this. Let this book be your guide to professional success and, as you work your way through it, set yourself goals for how you will implement and practise those ‘secrets of success at work’ that are important to help you to achieve work success, today and in the future. With practice over time, these secrets will become your habits.


Good luck as you embark on your journey to work success. Have the confidence and courage to do what you need to do, taking as your support the words of the poet William Henley:









	

[image: image]





	

‘I am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul.’
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Work with your dreams and passions
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‘You are never given a dream without also being given the power to make it true.’










Richard Bach
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‘There is no greater gift you can give or receive than to honor your calling. It’s why you were born. And how you become most truly alive.’










Oprah Winfrey
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‘The secret of joy in work is contained in one word – excellence. To know how to do something well is to enjoy it.’










Pearl S. Buck
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‘The only thing that stands between a man and what he really wants from life is often merely the will to try it and the faith to believe that it is possible.’










Richard Devos
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‘A musician must make his music, an artist must paint, a poet must write if he is to ultimately be at peace with himself.’










Abraham Maslow


During our adult lives we normally spend over half of our day working – working in jobs that we may find boring, fun, difficult, stressful, tiring, exciting, monotonous or relaxing. I coach and train hundreds of people and rarely meet anybody who can tell me that they love their work and are being really successful in their job or career. When I do meet such a person, I like to explore why they feel so contented and successful. In all cases, almost without exception, such people tell me that their work involves things that they love to do, with many telling me that this is their dream job or that they have found their destiny or perfect career.


How can you hope to be truly happy and successful in your work if you are not doing something that you love and find meaningful? I have met accountants who hate numbers, chefs who do not enjoy food and even an airline pilot who has never really enjoyed flying. The pilot told me that, as a child, he dreamed of being a journalist and throughout his life he has enjoyed writing and keeping a diary. When asked why he chose to become a pilot, he shared that his father and uncle were pilots and they encouraged him to follow their career paths. He was not being very successful and ambitious as a pilot and in his airline he was the oldest pilot not to have yet become a captain. His heart was not in his flying but rather in his spare-time writing.


When we enjoy what we are doing, we are happy to learn and explore how to do our work better and we tend to receive more positive feedback and praise which, in turn, tends to make us even happier in our work. It is quite simply easier to succeed at something we enjoy doing than at something we do not – if only because we are more willing and motivated to invest the effort and hard work to do such work better. In your working life, what can you say that you really loved doing and were great at?
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RECALL YOUR CHILDHOOD DREAMS










It might sound unusual or even a little corny, but the most contented adults I meet are those whose jobs are made up of activities and tasks that they loved doing as children. There is William who loved playing with guns and is now a Major in the British Army, or Yasmine who spent her youth writing stories and poems and today works for magazines. From a very young age I used to love exploring the area around my Yorkshire village and I have chosen careers which have involved me living and working in over 20 countries in as many years.


I am not suggesting that working in fields that link to your childhood activities and passions will make you totally happy as an adult, although I would always hope this would be possible. I am, rather, suggesting that, when there is some such alignment, you will find work and career choices more enjoyable, less stressful and more fulfilling. Hopefully you will be in what the famous psychologist Csikszentmihalyi calls ’in the flow’.


Can you remember your time as a child? In order to recall what may have been important for you, try answering the following questions and do seek your parents’ and siblings’ help if your memories are lacking.


•  As a child, what did you enjoy doing? Making things? Writing? Playing outside? Does your current work include any of these activities?


•  And what did you dream of becoming when you were an adult? How similar is your current work to those childhood dreams?
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DECIDE WHAT YOU ENJOY AND FIND MEANINGFUL










Now that you have recalled your childhood dreams and favourite activities, look at yourself as an adult and ask yourself ‘What do I enjoy doing today?’ I would hope that your answers would overlap with your list of childhood dreams.


Why not spend some time alone or with your partner exploring what you love and enjoy doing? Make notes and map out questions and thoughts raised by the following questions. If it is helpful, draw a mind map to help you brainstorm the ideas, words and answers that come to mind.


•  If money were not a problem, what kind of work would you do? Would you stay in your current job, start your own business or do something quite different?


•  What do you enjoy doing in your spare time? What hobbies and activities do you do?


•  Which friends’ or colleagues’ jobs and careers do you look upon with a little envy, where you might feel that you would love their job (and not just because of their high remuneration)?
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EVALUATE YOUR CURRENT WORK TO FIND PARTS YOU ENJOY AND ARE GOOD AT










Think through how you spend your typical working day or working week and write down a list of your various job activities. If you have a job description, print out a copy and use this document as a basis to draw up the list of your work activities. Do not list what others think you should do or simply rely upon what your job description says; instead, think through what you actually have to do and choose to do when working. Give approximate percentages to the different kinds of tasks and give some kind of ranking to each part. The ranking might be created as follows:


1.  Work that you enjoy


2.  Work that you are good at


3.  Work that you do not enjoy or find boring.


The table shows an example of a list.






	Key activities in role

	Approx. % of time

	Ranking






	Leading project teams

	30

	Good at and enjoy






	Chairing meetings

	10

	Good at and enjoy






	Writing reports

	20

	Good at and find boring






	Carrying out research

	30

	Do not enjoy






	Travelling with my work

	Varies

	Really enjoy







You could then explore your answers and ask yourself:


•  How could I do more of what I enjoy and/or am good at, while doing less of what I do not enjoy, find boring and/or am not good at?


•  Would it be possible to stay in my job role with my current employer and make my work more enjoyable and filled with those activities that I am good at?
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	The phrase ‘follow your dreams’ has more relevance and value than many imagine. I moved from being a qualified accountant and Finance Director to eventually become what I love, enjoy and am really successful at: a writer, trainer and executive coach. It is crazy to stay in a job or profession which you do not enjoy or find meaningful. Trying to succeed would be an uphill challenge given your probable lack of interest and motivation.






	Take the time to recall your childhood dreams and things that you loved to do and then explore what you enjoy doing today as an adult. Have an honest look at your current job and career to see how well it allows you to be who you really want to be and do what you love.






	It is better to struggle at work you really enjoy than to succeed in work you find boring and which fails to excite you.
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Know and fix your blind spots
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‘Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.’










Aristotle
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‘It doesn’t matter what industry you’re in. People have blind spots about where they’re weak.’










Scott Erker
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‘He who knows others is wise; he who knows himself is enlightened.’










Lao Tzu
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‘Until you make peace with who you are, you’ll never be content with what you have.’










Doris Mortman
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‘Know yourself. Don’t accept your dog’s admiration as conclusive evidence that you are wonderful.’










Ann Landers


Knowing ourselves is one of the most important skills that we must possess if we hope to improve how we work and interact with others. Have you ever looked at others and wished they knew themselves better and could see how they are coming across? You may have heard the following kinds of comments spoken about someone:


•  ‘If only he knew how much he loves his own voice.’


•  ‘She thinks that she cares but she never listens to other people.’


•  ‘He acts like he is a great presenter but people fall asleep when they are listening to him.’


•  ‘She thinks that everyone loves her but we all find her so obnoxious and cold.’


These are examples of what are called ‘blind spots’, which can be defined as those parts of a person’s personality or behaviour that they fail to recognize in themselves. Such blind spots tend to be areas of potential weakness which others can see and will talk or gossip about. They are normally things that we think we are good at or do well, but where other people have the opposite opinion.


Any aspect of a person’s personality and behaviour could be possible blind spots and here are some typical examples that I see when coaching and training people:




   

      



	What the person thinks

	What others see and think






	‘I am a very optimistic and positive person.’

	‘He is always moaning and complaining.’






	‘I think that I am very helpful and like to coach my staff.’

	‘She never has time for us and always seems to be too busy to come over to our workstations.’







Would you be really comfortable if you remain blind to your weaknesses while your work colleagues can see them and might well be talking behind your back, gossiping and complaining about you? Doesn’t it feel better or healthier to know more about yourself than those around you do? In my opinion the answers to both of these questions should be a resounding ‘Yes, of course.’
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BE READY TO SEEK OUT AND ACCEPT THE TRUTH










We are often in denial and sometimes we are not totally blind to some of our behaviours and thinking but instead we choose to ignore them. To use the old saying, we can often brush things under the carpet. I encourage you to be honest with yourself and to decide not to be in such denial. By pretending that some of your weaknesses do not exist, you risk being seen in an even worse light by acting in a way that is ignorant of your own personality and behaviours.


You might feel that you do not know of any of your blind spots. This might be true but do realize that we know ourselves better than we imagine and it can be quite enlightening if we listen to our gut instincts or intuition. If you really cannot think of any blind spots, try out the next strategy.
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OBTAIN FEEDBACK FROM THOSE WITH WHOM YOU WORK AND INTERACT










In your organization, how often do you seek feedback about your work and how you are generally performing? In many companies today, feedback is only given once a year as part of a performance evaluation process and sometimes the feedback is given in the form of a 360-degree feedback survey, where the comments are grouped together without enabling you to know who said what.


To truly succeed at work, I encourage you not simply to rely upon such annual processes but instead to proactively ask those with whom you work for some honest thoughts and ideas in answer to the following kinds of question:


•  ‘I am keen to understand myself better (in my work and as your colleague) and would like to ask a big favour of you – would you be willing to give me your opinion about my strengths and also areas for improvement – for example, about how I communicate and work with you and our colleagues?’


•  ‘Is there anything which particularly annoys you about my personality and how I act and behave at work?’


•  ‘If there were one thing I could learn and/or do better, what might that be?’


Stress that any comments or feedback will be kept in confidence and that you will not be upset or negative with that person but will instead be very grateful for their willingness and courage to be so open and honest. Realize that people are not used to being asked such frank questions and may feel uncomfortable saying negative things about you. Respect their decision if they decline to say very much and perhaps revisit the topic later when they have had time to get used to your desire to know the truths about yourself.


Recognize that other people may be intentionally or unintentionally biased and what they share with you may not be totally true. There is a saying that we see our own faults in others; perhaps, when someone says that you are too secretive or noisy at work, it might be that they themselves have such weaknesses which they are projecting on to you. Use your common sense and seek others’ opinions to obtain a balanced view of your areas for improvement.
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WORK TO OVERCOME YOUR BLIND SPOTS










It is not enough to learn from others about some of your previously unknown weaknesses. If a colleague shares with you that you do not listen enough, or that you become angry in meetings too easily or that your emails are always too long and unclear, be ready to act upon their advice and to work to improve in those areas.


It can seem daunting to have to face weaknesses and then to have to work on them. Why not choose the easiest one first – the so-called ‘low-hanging fruit’ – and work on it for a while? I would advise you to keep seeking feedback from those you trust, asking them if they can see any positive changes or improvement in particular areas. You can learn more about the importance of seeking feedback in Chapter 43.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together







	After reading this chapter, I do hope that the five quotes at the chapter’s start now resonate with you and that you can feel the importance of knowing yourself – warts and all, to use an English saying. There is no way that you can ever be successful at work on a sustained, ongoing basis if you remain blind to areas where you need to grow and improve. Nobody is saying that you must become perfect overnight, but at least aim to know yourself really well.






	I realize that seeking the help of others – including asking for feedback in the second strategy above – will take great courage, and you will need to make sure that you do not allow yourself to get too upset at what you hear.






	As you work through the remainder of this book, we will explore all kinds of skills, behaviours and actions that you can employ to help you achieve work and career success. In doing so, you will come across many possible areas of blind spots, which you will now be able to understand and overcome.
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Work with your strengths and weaknesses
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‘Success is achieved by developing our strengths, not by eliminating our weaknesses.’










Marilyn vos Savant
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‘Play to your strengths.’










J. K. Rowling (Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire)
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‘I actually think one of my strengths is my storytelling.’










Quentin Tarantino
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‘Life is very interesting… in the end, some of your greatest pains become your greatest strengths.’










Drew Barrymore
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‘Build upon strengths, and weaknesses will gradually take care of themselves.’










Joyce C. Lock


We all possess a range of skills, personality traits and behaviours which are often grouped together and called competencies. If you have followed the advice in the previous chapter on blind spots, you should now have a better awareness of your own full range of competencies.


Nobody in the workplace is a perfect employee who has the exact combination of strengths needed without having any weaknesses. Somebody might have the ideal communication, decision-making and delegation skills while at the same time being too impatient and not being numbers-oriented enough. Even if someone today seems to have the perfect combination of strengths, they might find that an aspect of their personality that used to be a strength might be a weakness once they are promoted or moved to another role. An example of this might be a salesman who is self-centred and focused only on his own sales who might need to tone down such strengths if he or she were to be promoted to a sales manager position.


Are you using and playing to all of your strengths in your current job and career? Are any of your weaker skills and behaviours interfering with your ability to do your job well? In an ideal world, everyone’s work should make use of their strengths while not being affected by any of their weaknesses, but sadly this is rarely the case.


If you have worked through Chapter 1, you will have an idea of how closely your current work aligns to your dream or ideal work. The closer the alignment, the higher the probability that your work is using your strengths and is not being influenced by your weaknesses.
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KNOW YOUR STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES










A common job interview question is to ask about a candidate’s strengths and weaknesses. Have you ever been asked this kind of question before?


It is really helpful to know and understand all of your strengths and weaknesses. Make a list of them now – in buckets or sub-categories, such as work experience, knowledge/education, skills and behaviours. If you have worked through the previous chapter on blind spots, you will hopefully have a good idea of what they are.


Being able to understand and list your areas of work experience, hard skills, knowledge and education should be relatively straightforward. Where you may have more difficulty is in listing your soft skills, personality traits and behaviours. Consider using an assessment tool to help you rank the relative strengths of your personality-related attributes. Such tools can be found on the Internet and are either free or relatively inexpensive. Examples include the Harrison assessment, the Hogan Instrument, the DISC assessment and the MBTI profiling tool.
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EXPLORE HOW YOU CAN BETTER USE YOUR STRENGTHS IN YOUR CURRENT JOB ROLE










I once knew an accountant who did not enjoy working with numbers but really enjoyed other aspects of her job, including helping and training her team. Sadly, because she was not so comfortable with numbers, she made one mistake too many when creating important spreadsheets and was eventually fired. Afterwards, she did admit to me that she has now pursued her dream job of working in training and human resources, where I am happy to report that she plays to her strengths and does not need to rely upon her areas of weakness. Are you truly playing to your strengths in your work?


This idea of playing to your strengths and how to make others, including your boss, truly aware of the benefits of your strengths is a very important success factor for anyone in the working world. Sit down and list your strengths and explore how they are being used and also recognized in your work. As a rule of thumb, if less than half of your strengths are being used in your current work, you might not be in an optimal job role or profession. Furthermore, if we do not use our strengths, we can feel very frustrated and this can negatively impact upon our work.
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PLAN HOW YOU CAN GROW YOUR JOB ROLE AND CAREER TO BETTER USE YOUR STRENGTHS










The accountant I mentioned above waited to be fired before starting to look for work that better used her strengths and relied less upon areas where she didn’t naturally excel. If you genuinely and honestly believe that your strengths would be better used in another job role (ideally your dream job), then start planning to move to such a job now. Do not wait until you fail in your current work or become burnt out and stressed by doing work that you are finding hard because it doesn’t fit your skill set. Consider seeking the help of a career coach to help you plan any needed change – perhaps you will need to go back to study or move into a new career where you will need to humble yourself by starting at the bottom. These are not easy choices to make and your family and friends might try to talk you out of taking such risky decisions and making such changes, so do be careful from whom you seek advice and support.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together







	I do hope that this chapter is encouraging you to take an honest look at your various strengths and weaknesses and the degree to which your current work uses your strengths and is possibly being held back by your weaknesses. The next challenge is to decide how you ensure that any future work roles and career choices more optimally use and build on your strengths while requiring less of the areas in which you don’t naturally perform as well.






	As you work through this book, you might discover skills and behaviours in which you are neither strong nor weak, probably because you may never have used and seen them before. Your challenge will be to decide whether you need to add to your toolkit of strengths. If in doubt, add them, as you never know when a particular skill or ability will be useful.
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Deliver on your promises and commitments
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‘Don’t ever promise more than you can deliver, but always deliver more than you promise.’










Lou Holtz
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‘Promises are like crying babies in a theater, they should be carried out at once.’










Norman Vincent Peale
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‘You’ve got to deliver on short-range commitments, while you develop a long-range strategy and vision and implement it.’










Jack Welch
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‘Losers make promises they often break. Winners make commitments they always keep.’










Denis Waitley
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‘He was ever precise in promise-keeping.’










William Shakespeare


Are you a person of your word? Are you careful to promise or commit to only what you can achieve and, in the event that circumstances may make this impossible, do you communicate honestly and as soon as possible with the affected parties?


In a workshop I once asked a group the following question: would you prefer to work with a friend who does not keep their word or an enemy who does? We explored this question and the entire group said that they would prefer to work with enemies they could in some sense trust rather than with friends who may not keep their word and promises. How often have you been let down by others who had agreed or offered to say or do something to help or to support you but who you later discovered had not done as they had promised? Such moments can sometimes be hard to forget, particularly when those people might have lied to you, perhaps saying that they had done something when they had not.


Do you have any colleagues or staff who, over time, you have come to realize rarely achieve or do what they promise or agree to do? Do you keep getting annoyed with them, or do you let it go or, even more interestingly, do you avoid giving them critical and important tasks for fear of them not completing them properly and/or on time? In my executive coaching experience, I find this is quite a common occurrence and it is a key factor which influences productivity within organizations. When a team’s boss acts in such a way, you can be sure that the team’s levels of motivation and engagement will be negatively affected.


Some people are so keen to please that they will readily agree to, promise and commit to almost anything. Such people never seem to learn from their repeatedly missed deadlines and failing to deliver or do what others have been promised. They are also normally blind to the idea of managing other peoples’ expectations and may never warn others that they are behind schedule or unable to do what they had promised.
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CARRY OUT AN AUDIT OF YOUR PROMISES AND COMMITMENTS










For the next couple of weeks, keep a journal or notes about all the promises and commitments that you have made and are making. You might be surprised how many times you make formal and informal promises and commitments and, in doing so, give others expectations of what you are going to do. Sometimes even your silence can be taken as agreement to do something, with the other party later claiming: ‘But you didn’t turn down my request so I assumed you were doing the work!’
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PAUSE AND REFLECT BEFORE MAKING NEW PROMISES AND COMMITMENTS










Give yourself time before rushing to respond to requests from your boss, colleagues and other stakeholders at your workplace. Try to be very specific in how you respond when you are asked to promise or commit to do something. If you are not sure whether you can do what is being asked of you, do not simply say, ‘I’ll try and let you know’ because people could assume that this means that you will be doing as they have asked.


I would always encourage you to under-promise from now on – if you think a task will take one week, promise to do it in ten days or two weeks. Let the other party push back and negotiate if necessary. You can then impress them by completing the task in less time than expected.
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FOCUS EXTRA ATTENTION ON THOSE PROMISES THAT ARE DIFFICULT TO FULFIL










When I was a finance director, I had an enormous workload and I recall having a regular problem when keeping my promises to read new project plans and report back to people. I always seemed to be late in giving the other party my feedback and they would email or phone to chase me. This created anxiety and tension and I would then feel compelled to rush. After this had happened one too many times, I realized that I was finding it really tedious and boring to review such plans. The solution I arrived at was to ask those with the draft plans to sit down with me and walk me through them and together we would edit the plans.


Your challenge is to discover what, if any, recurring commitment issues you have and how you might operate differently to fulfil them. I once coached a CEO who was always late for meetings because he allowed himself to get distracted. He solved this problem by holding as many future meetings as he could in his own office, which made it much harder for him to be late! Finding such solutions will test your levels of creativity and innovation. You could perhaps sit down with colleagues and discuss those work commitments that you find particularly hard to fulfil and together you might be able to come up with workable solutions.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together







	In having started to read my book, I hope that you are committing and promising (to yourself) to read the whole thing from cover to cover. You may only skim read it and you may move between chapters, but I encourage you to get into the habit of always committing to do what you say you will. In your workplace, no matter whether you are a new employee or an established leader, let your colleagues and team know that, from today onwards, you intend to ‘walk your talk’ and to try always to do and complete what you commit to do and avoid making any false promises.






	You may discover that part of your problem is that you accept too much work and do not say no often enough. Realize that you cannot continue to say yes to everything requested of you. In addition to missing deadlines and annoying your colleagues and stakeholders, your over-promising may cause you stress and anxiety because you will have to deal with people pushing you and complaining about you.
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Work with trust and integrity
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‘The key is to get to know people and trust them to be who they are. Instead, we trust people to be who we want them to be – and when they’re not, we cry.’










David Duchovny
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‘You cannot do everything at once, so find people you trust to help you. And don’t be afraid to say no.’










Jane Seymour
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‘Trust is the glue of life. It’s the most essential ingredient in effective communication. It’s the foundational principle that holds all relationships.’










Stephen Covey
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‘Learning to trust is one of life’s most difficult tasks.’










Isaac Watts
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‘Have the courage to say no. Have the courage to face the truth. Do the right thing because it is right. These are the magic keys to living your life with integrity.’










W. Clement Stone


Being a person whom others can trust is one of the most sought-after qualities in the workplace today. So many leaders and their staff have shown in the recent global financial crisis a lack of trust and integrity among themselves and with their clients and other stakeholders. The trust that did exist was a collusive type, whereby people agreed not to whistle-blow on each other about any illegal or unethical actions and behaviours. When I talk about trust in this chapter, I refer to a more positive and altruistic kind, which links to doing things with integrity.


Trust and integrity go hand in hand, with integrity being doing the right thing and trust being the sense that others know that you will do the right thing, again and again and again. It takes time working with colleagues and clients to build up a reputation for being someone of integrity whom others can trust, but such reputations can be damaged or indeed destroyed by one thoughtless or inappropriate act or conversation. Once you lose someone’s trust, everything changes – they might forgive you but they will never forget.


In my experience, one of the main reasons why a boss would support a member of his team being given a promotion is because of his trust in that individual – organizations really value and support people whom they can trust.


Trust is two-way and, in addition to endeavouring to be a person of integrity whom others trust, you should always aim only to work with people of integrity whom you can trust. The end outcome is that you should aspire to work in cultures of trust and integrity.
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