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Meet the author

We all have moments when we feel that life becomes boring or tedious. A change of job or career can be therapeutic in giving us a new perspective on our working lives. However, not everyone can just up and change their job, and there are many reasons for this. Perhaps you are stuck in a job that seems to be going nowhere but there is no alternative employment in your area at the moment. Perhaps your specialism has become a limitation. Or maybe you feel suddenly constrained by the long-term job security that appealed to you so much in the first place. There are a myriad of reasons why anyone might feel suddenly uncomfortable in their job and long to break out.

In my career I have coached many people with their careers both from the perspective of helping them to apply their skills better to their current job, and also to find other employment opportunities. When leaving is on the agenda one factor is always very evident: in their need to move on very few people really recognize what they are leaving behind. All jobs have their good and bad aspects but when we feel cornered or want to move on, we fail to see the good things and exaggerate the bad. This means that we do not always have a balanced view of the situation. How many times have you heard someone say, ‘I was desperate to move but I wish I had not bothered now’? Magazines are always telling you to ‘move on’ or ‘move up’ but that is not always the best approach for building a solid career. Constant job-hopping works in very few industries and even new job opportunities dry up eventually (leaving you with a CV that looks like you cannot settle anywhere).

Of course not everyone has the ability to move job. If you have enrolled in a long period of service or study, you cannot simply walk out without considering all the implications. Your career may be for life, but suddenly you find yourself wondering if this is the life you envisaged. Perhaps there is a downturn in your industry and opportunities are few. While others are telling you how lucky you are, you might just feel trapped and lonely in a diminishing business area.

I believe that there are times when a new job is a breath of fresh air and just the right thing, but there are also times when it is important to sit fast and gain greater satisfaction from the job you are in. There may be many aspects to your job that you have not considered, aspects that can revitalize you and make you literally fall in love with your job all over again. Impossible? Not necessarily. After all, your job must have been desirable to you once. Like all good relationships, jobs mature as you learn more about them and the initial excitement wanes. Recapture that excitement and bingo! – suddenly you are looking forward to every new day once again.

Whether you decide to leave or stay, the important thing is that you make that decision based on solid thinking and sound knowledge. This sound basis is what I aim to provide in this book, so that you can make the choices that enable you to have a full and successful working life.

Karen Mannering, 2011






1: Only got a minute?


If you only have one minute, hold back and don’t do anything rash. Don’t walk out or say anything to anyone. Take three deep breaths and then try these two exercises. Firstly, on a piece of paper, write a list of positive words related to your job – no negatives allowed! While you are doing this, think about your colleagues, your manager, the work itself – imagine you are working for a promotions agency that needs to sell your company. Don’t lie, but be positive. You may find yourself using words such as ‘energizing’, ‘dynamic’, ‘friendly’. Look down the list and ask yourself if you met someone at a party and they used these words to describe their job, wouldn’t you want to work for that company? No job is interesting every moment of every day, but it is how we choose to see the job and its attributes.

The second quick exercise is to find a quiet corner, close your eyes and remember why you took this job in the first place. Perhaps you had been trying to break into this field for some time or this was the hundredth application, or maybe it was because your friend or family worked there. Try to conjure up the feelings of excitement you had when you learned you had been accepted for the job. Has the job changed or is it you? Those feelings are not very far away and can easily be rekindled.






Introduction

There are many career books on the market but most of them are focused on the external aspects of career choice, such as how to perform in an interview or what to write in psychometric tests. I could not find a book that looked at who you are and led you to question what skills you have that you could utilize at work to create a fulfilling career that is the right fit for you. It is not enough to think of a career in terms of job title – you have to be aware of how the job fits your characteristics.

I also find that, in general, career books are very focused on moving the reader on from their current position and finding ‘Nirvana’ elsewhere. This is not always realistic. In the current financial climate I would suggest not storming out of one job because you feel the need to change, because quite simply there may not be another along immediately. There is also the situation that you just might find that the job you coveted is actually under your very nose. We are all as guilty of thinking that the grass is greener elsewhere as small girls who think that all life’s problems can be solved by becoming a princess. A nice thought but not in step with reality. Quite often the ‘devil we know’ really is better than the one we don’t!

Speaking of reality, I also believe it is never too late to explore a new career area, especially if you are willing to be flexible. For example, you may have left it a little late to play the flute as a career in a professional orchestra, but you can gain immense satisfaction from playing the same instrument in a local community orchestra.

In this book I am encouraging you, the reader, to explore your dissatisfaction with your current job and also to recognize where you have particular strengths to take forward into any future career. I am also suggesting that you should start by analysing your current job before moving on. Sometimes we all think that a change is needed when in fact it is a change in our thinking that brings the greatest results. If you are currently unemployed, use the activities in Part four to identify your skills and think about where your future career lies.

This book is in four parts. Part one asks you to consider the history of how you came to be in the job you are currently in. Part two looks at your current situation, while Part three moves you forward into the future. Throughout the book there are activities to complete – find them in Part four. Some of the activities are to help you gain a greater understanding of yourself, while others aim to help you think or act differently. All of the activities can be revisited again and again, and therefore you need never be without the tools and techniques you need for the remainder of your career – whatever direction you decide to take.

To help you put the activities into context, I have created five characters which appear at the end of Parts one, two and three in the form of case studies, so let’s find out more about these characters and their situations.





CAROL

Carol is 47 and has worked at Morgan Pilchard for two years. Morgan Pilchard is an accountancy office, and Carol does basic administration work. She did not really want to work there specifically but it was a local job and they seemed quite nice. Carol married young and never had time to establish a career before starting a family. She had four children (all now grown up and living elsewhere) and in the intervening years, Carol worked in a couple of shops, mainly on the tills or filling shelves. Carol went on a re-skilling course when she was 45 and learned how to use computers and undertake basic office duties. She attained an NVQ in Administration and this was the first qualification she had ever held; consequently this gave her a lot of confidence. During her course she realized that she had never held a job with significant responsibility but now wants to try to stretch herself in the last of her working years. She is not sure whether she really wants to leave Morgan Pilchard or not, because she does not really know what she is capable of or what else could be available elsewhere.




SAMIA

Samia is 25 and left school with three A-levels. She did not want to go to university and so went straight into an apprenticeship in a factory, working on producing estimates for plastic mouldings. The factory is a major employer in the area and she initially felt glad that her grades allowed her to slide straight into an office job, rather than be on the factory floor, but she is starting to rethink that. She has recently found out that, even though the company has just won a very large contract, they are going to have a reorganization and that could result in fewer office staff in her particular unit in the future. Factory floor staff will remain unchanged. At the moment management are saying that there will not be redundancies for those who are prepared to be flexible, and move into other jobs, but Samia is worried because she has not been trained to do anything else. Samia was not given any career advice at school and is now starting to panic. She is having trouble thinking through her options, and feels she has nowhere to turn. All this is further complicated by the fact that Samia is trying to organize her wedding next year. Losing her job would be a disaster and probably mean that she would not secure the mortgage she wants and she would have to postpone the wedding.




JASON

Jason is 19 and has taken a job in the same factory as Samia. He drifted into this job from school as, at the time, he did not want to feel different from his friends, and he wanted to earn his own money. At first his job seemed easy and ‘money for old rope’ but now it is boring and it has suddenly hit him that this is the way his working life will be if he does not make some changes; another 40 years of doing the same thing. Jason is stunned by the realization that when he was at school all he wanted was to get out into the world, but now he is there he wonders what the rush was. He feels ready to go back to the drawing board and rethink his options before it is too late. He also would not relish giving up his pay.




HENRI

Henri is 51 and has recently been made redundant. It has come as a total shock to him because he thought he was in a secure job. Henri was a senior manager in local government and managed a large team of people responsible for regeneration projects. He knew the council had to make changes and he had put a number of ideas forward, but was stunned when the council cut out a management level, and that included him. Henri is married to Alice (a school teacher) and they have three children, the youngest is still at university. Henri is finding it difficult to reconcile his position because he had thought that he had a secure job for life. Also senior management and ‘working your way up through the organization’ used to be the guarantee of a stable future – not make you more vulnerable! It seems to Henri that all the rules have changed, and he is feeling very low about his situation. Nobody employs people over 51 these days, do they?




CHRIS

Chris is 35 and, until recently, worked in an estate agency. She has been there since she was 16 and although she had time off for maternity leave she has worked there ever since. When her children were very young she worked part-time and weekends, but then went back to full-time work, five years ago. She has found them to be a very flexible employer and she loved her work, getting great pleasure from finding the right house for many families. She used her instinct a lot in her work and she was very successful but a change of behaviour in the house-buying public has resulted in a drop in house stock to sell. This means that, without so many houses to sell, the agency needed fewer staff. Although the agency values Chris they have acted dramatically by deciding to lose all jobs that could not be covered by the partners plus one secretary. Chris has suddenly found herself without a job and there are no other openings in the estate agency business, because the problem is widespread in that industry. Chris knows that this is probably a temporary problem, that there are no guarantees for the long-term future and that she cannot afford to wait just in case things change. She needs to rethink her future and where she goes from here.

OK, let’s get started!










Part one
Your journey so far






1

Taking stock of your career history

In this chapter you will learn:


	to reflect on your career history

	to evaluate your current situation

	to analyse your career path



Employment will take up a large part of your life. It is a sobering fact that you will spend more time at work with people you have not chosen to be with than with those you do choose to be with at home. It is for this reason that you must find a career that offers you some stimulation or enjoyment. Life is too short to waste it on working in a place or position you find unsatisfactory.


Your career: your life

Your career progression may also not always go completely to plan. People can find themselves in the wrong career and wishing they had chosen something else, or in the right career but at the wrong time, or even in the right career but bored through lack of opportunity.

For whatever reason, it is good to go back to basics and think through what a career is and how we came to be in the place we are at, before we begin to make plans for the future. If you are not happy in your career there are ways to prepare to make the change, but as the proverb says, ‘every journey begins with a first step’. Make this your first step to creating a more fulfilling future from now on.



JOB VERSUS CAREER

We are all supposed to have career paths these days, but what actually is a career? In the past, careers were the preserve of professionals, and everyone else had a job. This was the typical ‘blue’ collar/‘white’ collar split, where you were in one group or the other. Blue-collar workers were the workforce and white-collar workers were typically management. That categorization in itself has caused polarization and entrenchment over the years. However, we use the term much more loosely these days and tend to ask everyone what they have chosen as a career.

Essentially a job is any form of work, while a career has a pathway that is well defined, possibly with promotional prospects, and is set within an industry that has a future. A career is more likely (although not always) to be vocational too.

A career path is perceived as a steady incremental march in one direction, to attain a certain level or goal. Jobs may come and go but your career path has a designed direction, for example, a career in banking. To take a job may involve little or no forethought but to start a career in any subject is to have taken a decision that this is the path in life that you choose to travel. Jobs can just happen along the way, but careers are usually planned.

Occasionally a career is not planned as such, but you can suddenly find yourself in one. Just suppose you followed your parents into a family business, or perhaps you took a job initially at a low level but then stayed on, progressing and developing, until suddenly you found yourself locked into a career. You may not have chosen this particular career path had you sat down and planned your own future, but it crept up on you incrementally, and it seemed easy to become engrossed. You went along with it but now you are stuck, frustrated or perhaps bored. What can you do about this? This book will provide you with a range of techniques to think through your career so that you are sure you are in the right place for you.




HOW OUR CAREER DEFINES US

When I finished school in the late 70s there was very little choice concerning your next move. If you were academic and achieved good grades you were pointed towards university; if you showed an interest and skill in more practical applications, you went to college, perhaps in conjunction with an apprenticeship. The rest of the school leavers went to work in whatever job they could find, perhaps in the local industry or the high street, or they joined the services. These choices were further complicated by our upbringing and family expectations, not to mention societal influences.

That then became our destiny. It was extremely rare for a mature person to go to university later on, or break away from their mould, and there was a feeling of our fate in life being set in concrete – after all, your job was not everything and you had other things in your life to think about. Most jobs were for life and we had a tendency to accept our fate.

As we got older, our job started to define us. When meeting for the first time, the second question that most people asked after the initial, ‘What is your name?’ was inevitably, ‘And what do you do?’ Like it or not, the answer you gave categorized how that person viewed you from thereon. Based on your answer they would decide:

 


	how much they feel they should listen to you (should they bother to give you ‘air time’?)

	the extent to which your views will be affected by your job (ask a police officer about law and you might get a different view than that from any member of the public)

	whether they even want to listen to you (some jobs can make others feel uncomfortable or less relaxed, such as being a vicar)

	whether they feel you might be a good contact for the future (people in the media industry always seem popular)

	what personality type you might have (an artist may be perceived as free spirited and difficult to deal with while an accountant may be perceived as pedantic)

	how interesting and erudite you might be (people with an interesting job that they can convey in witty stories will be perceived to be more interesting than someone with a narrow background)

	how hard working you are (a nurse will possibly be perceived as working harder than a record producer).



Finally, a value of you as a person might also be ascribed (for example, it might be perceived that a doctor makes more of a contribution to society than a model or a pop star).

Already our choice of job or career is starting to define us, creating the circles within which we socialize and displaying our image to the world. But what if this is not the image we want to create? What if we don’t feel comfortable in our present mould and really always wanted to be something else?



Insight

Think for a minute – how does your job define you? What perceptions do you think others might have about your career choice? Did you always intend to follow this career? Have things worked out the way you anticipated?



The good news is that things are very different today. School leavers have so much more choice and anyone can choose to return to learning at any stage of their life. Suddenly our lives are no longer preordained, and we can have many different careers in our own working lifetime. However, although the social situation has changed, human evolution has not had time to catch up, and the job you are doing will still define you and create an image both in your own eyes and those of others. For this reason it is important to feel comfortable with your choice. Is the image of your job the one you want to project? We are all our own advert and people will make assumptions (however unfair) about us based on that. Are you comfortable with your chosen career and what it says about you? Look at Activity 1 in Part four of this book to find out.




HOW MUCH GUIDANCE DID YOU HAVE?

Think back to when you were at school. How much guidance and help did you have on selecting a career? Career advice varies considerably and, in schools, career officers often have very little training. The good news is that there are now plenty of websites such as the government site www.nextstep.direct.gov.uk to help you. Also many Job Centres now offer a more sophisticated package for helping people decide what career would suit them best.

Career advisers are now able to use psychometrics (measurement questionnaires) to determine:

 


	your personality type – Some personality traits fare better in some careers, for example, people who are extrovert are better suited to sales than an introvert. This does not mean that introverts cannot become sales professionals; it just means that they may find it more of a challenge because the nature of the job is to be highly socially interactive.

	
your preferences – Do you prefer detailed work or more broad-brush large concepts and ‘blue-sky’ thinking? I would certainly want my accountant to pay attention to the detail in my accounts and would not thank them for sitting back, thinking through the possibilities of future business. Similarly, I would expect a company director to be able to analyse the way in which the business is moving and be able to see the ‘big picture’ rather than worry about the performance of each individual member of staff. Knowing your preferences for the way in which you work can help you see that certain people flourish in jobs that contain the qualities they possess.

	the types of activity you most enjoy – Some people enjoy working in a medical environment, others in an office or even in retail. Some people like working artistically (such as a hairdresser or illustrator) while others prefer mental tasks (such as data manipulation or working with figures).



Pulled together, this information can provide a list of careers that capitalize on these strengths so that you now have a range of career options that would work for you. Not everyone is offered this advice at school and therefore if you suspect you are not in the right job or career, even if there is a charge for this service, it is worth considering to ensure you have access to the best advice – after all, this is your life, and you want to be working to your strengths not pulling away from them.




THE BENEFITS OF HAVING A PLANNED CAREER

You are probably thinking: why all the planning? After all, you probably bought this book because you wanted to find ways of making your current job more satisfying and here we are going back to basics, and considering events that happened a long time ago. We can’t change the past – or can we?

The benefits of having a planned career rather than a career that literally skitters all over the place are numerous. Career planning:

 


	gives a focus to work towards and also helps with decision-making at a later date

	increases your motivation – you now have a drive and purpose for any courses you may decide to attend

	
allows you to see where you want to end up – you can visualize an ultimate goal

	enables you to receive feedback and refine your behaviour within the planning framework of your career.



It is never too late to start planning and we can start right now. Look at Activity 2 in Part four of this book. You will see that it asks you to list all the jobs you have undertaken over a period of time, and then to find the threads of commonality that run through all of them. Let’s think about this for a minute. I hinted earlier in this chapter that maybe you can change the past. What I meant by this is that we can pull together jobs that are seemingly unconnected and make them appear to form part of a career path. For example, perhaps years ago you worked on a market stall and then you went into a customer telephone call centre. At first these seem unconnected but in this example the career path is in communicating or interacting with the public. Were you good at it? Did you enjoy it? If so, then perhaps this could be part of your career path that should underpin any future decisions. Let’s look at another example. Perhaps you had worked in a pub, later on at a betting shop and then at a bank. There are three strands here that immediately show themselves:

 


	Communicating with the public

	Working with figures

	Customer care.



Another point to mention is that the commonality may not be in the job role but in the industry. For example, you can hold many completely different jobs in local government and still consider your career path as being in the public sector.

When you start to think in this way, you will see that there is a clear path that you can find through even the most disparate CV. You literally might even have had a career path all the time, without knowing it!

The immediate benefit of this activity is that it forms a ‘bigger picture’ of your career path and therefore when you next meet someone and they ask you what you do for a living, you can reply, ‘I have always worked with children’ – or whatever your path may be. It also makes it much easier should you apply for a future job. When the interviewer asks you, ‘Why don’t you start by talking me through your career to date’ you can begin by saying, ‘Although my previous jobs may appear to be different they do in fact follow a career path of working closely with the public [or whatever].’ This creates the illusion of planning when perhaps there had been none, and shows the interviewer that you have thought about the key aspects of your work, and how they flow into the job you are now seeking.




CV IN THE DRAWER OR A WORKING DOCUMENT?

This leads us to consider your Curriculum Vitae (CV). A CV is a document that charts your qualifications, skills and experience, and is often requested when an employer wants to assess your working history. Also, many professions now require a record of continuous professional development (CPD) to be maintained so that you can demonstrate how up to date you are in your profession. Elements of your CPD can also feature in your CV. With computers now the norm for most people, there really is no excuse not to be up to date and have the relevant documents to hand. However, be honest, is your CV a working document that you review regularly and have at your fingertips just in case an interesting opportunity arises, or is it languishing in a drawer, dusty and out of date? Imagine if someone walked up to you now with the opportunity of a lifetime – but only if you can give them your up-to-date CV right now. How would you fare? Would you be in a strong position to impress, or be found hiding in the corner, cursing at another wasted opportunity that only other people seem to get?

How you keep your CV is a good indication of how you view your future. The example of an opportunity depending on an up-to-date CV is not as farfetched as you might imagine. Maintaining a current CV in a professional format is not only important in case of an opportunity but it also helps you feel prepared and ready. You will feel more confident simply for having it there, in the wings, waiting. If you are unsure about how to create a CV, use Activity 24 in Part four of this book to help you.






Who stole my mojo?

If you are starting to get the impression that moulding your career involves activities and thought, then you are right. Unfortunately, often at the very time we need our mojo to keep us going it appears to have been stolen. We feel flat, low in spirits and worthless. We may even go on a journey of self-loathing, telling ourselves, ‘Well, I can’t be much good to have found myself in this position.’ If this is you, stop that right now! Thinking like this helps no one and you will be working to confirm your worse fears.

The truth is that thinking negatively depletes energy and spirit. It is widely acknowledged that, ‘as you think, so you will be’. The person who sits in the cage, convinced there is no way out, never questioning how they got in there in the first place, will become a victim of their situation.

It is true that to get you to where you want to be will take effort and energy. In other words you will only get out what you put in, and therefore if you truly want to learn how to carve out a career path that will be both satisfying and move in the direction you want to move in, then you will need to invest energy (e), effort (e) and time (t).

 

e + e + t = a (action)


ENERGY

Nothing in the world moves without energy. Energy is found even in rock deposits, and it is fundamental to the laws of nature. You too run on energy. However, sometimes we feel more energetic and fired up than at other times. Harnessing our personal energy and using it for best effect is a skill that many could learn, but for now we want to maintain or even increase our motivational energy to enable us to plan our next move.

Setbacks reduce our energy. If you are feeling low in energy after being told that your job is being considered for redundancy, that is totally understandable, but you must not let the energy remain low for too long. You will need it to work on a future plan for yourself.

Extra energy can be found in a number of ways, and because we are all very different people, some of these ways will appeal to certain people more than others. You can garner energy in a number of ways including:

 


	Exercise – For some people, exercise is a great energy enhancer. If this is you, then you need to start a new regime or adjust the one you currently have to include more energy-inducing activities. Before you think this is just about hitting the gym, a good way to start is to just think about taking in some extra air by going for a long walk. Increasing your exercise in this way need not cost a fortune and of course it also has other benefits, such as toning your whole body. You will also feel more in touch with your environment than when you are a driver or passenger.

	Food intake – When you think about the foods you eat do you consciously think about the energy-giving properties of different foods? Fast foods are called that for one reason – they are fast. They are prepared quickly, cooked quickly and designed to be eaten in the minimum space or time or even on the go. They do not pretend to have great nutritional value or feed the body in the way that a carefully prepared meal might do, mainly because they are not supposed to replace regular eating. They are quick and easy for the occasional times when you need them – but they are not supposed to form a regular menu. Food is the fuel of the body. Good quality input will look after your inner engine and enable you to function far more effectively. Start gently by going back to basics and increasing the amount of fruit and vegetables you eat. They tone the body from the inside by keeping the whole gastric cycle working, and will provide you with valuable vitamins and anti-oxidants, to protect you from illness. When you begin to feel the benefits of this subtle change in diet, start looking at all other aspects of what you eat and when you eat. We can easily fall into lazy eating habits that sap our energy and ruin our self-esteem.

	Energy drinks – These are great for giving you a quick pick-up if you need to do something fast (such as run a marathon or write a report) but not really suitable for long-term use as the body gets used to the ingredients and then more is needed to create the same effect. Also the increased energy is not sustained for long, and the ‘high’ produced can become a ‘low’ later on. Instead, think in terms of more natural energy drinks such as making your own berry or banana smoothies. They may take a little more effort but not only will they give you natural energy but they will also stave off any hunger pangs, and keep you satisfied for longer.

	Vitamins, minerals and supplements – You can buy a whole range of vitamins and supplements from health food stores and chemists, but if you are eating thoughtfully you should not need many of these to supplement your diet. However, for the times when we are working flat out and eating on the go, or just need that extra bit of energy, there are many supplement compounds on the market. These offer you a carefully controlled combination of vitamins and minerals to target specific symptoms. They may be worth considering if you are in a pressured situation, but you should not rely on them for long-term use.

	Social energy – This comes from, for example, doing a hobby you like or meeting with friends. Have you ever felt tired after work but somehow you find the energy to go to your evening class or club and you miraculously come alive? You will find that when you are undertaking an activity you enjoy you will have a surge of energy. You will never feel more energetic sitting on the sofa watching TV – energy begets energy (which is why exercise works). The key here is to find a social activity that you enjoy, whether that is salsa dancing or stamp collecting, and then mix with like-minded people. Even without the activity, people give off energy too. Therefore, if you are not into hobbies but just like conversation, find yourself some enthusiastic friends to energize you.

	Colours and environment – Colour therapy has been shown to affect our moods and restore energy. Blue is known to be relaxing, yellow induces happiness, green is thought a good colour for learning, and red can cause excitement! If you exist in a beige colour scheme, try to bring some colour into your life. You may not be allowed to paint the walls at work but you can choose your colour scheme at home, introduce colourful flowers on your desk, or brighten the clothes you wear socially.

	Environmental factors – Our environment can also increase or reduce energy. Some people are energized by beautiful countryside, others by the sea. You may not be able to live or work in your favoured environment but you can have pictures with you to draw your energy from. Next time you are feeling tired in a room, rather than blame your situation look around you and see what you can deduce from the environment. Perhaps your environment is part of the problem – and there may be something you can do about that!
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