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Introduction


Sunday Scaries and Bare Minimum Mondays


Work sucks . . . right? Work is hard work. It’s effort. It’s in opposition to play, to rest, to life. It’s tasks to be done. It’s time that isn’t yours. Of course work isn’t fun, because if it were, why would anyone pay you for it? A job is a job, a means to an end. It’s time you get paid for and that’s all.


Except . . . that’s not all. Work is not in opposition to life, it is life. We talk about your life’s work, work as a calling, the work never being done. If you work full time between the ages of twenty-one and sixty-six, with the average annual leave subtracted, you’ll spend nine solid years of your life at work. McKinsey research shows that the majority of workers say their sense of purpose is defined by the work they do,1 and a study by Monster found that 70 per cent of Gen Z workers care more about feeling purposeful at work than how much they get paid.2 We need work that gives us more than just money. We want a career that matters, that means something, that’s worth more than just what we’re paid to do it.


If you’re alive in the twenty-first century, you are in the crossfire of conflicting messages about what work is meant to mean to us, and in a unique moment of career-related discontent. We’ve been through the era of hustle culture and the girlboss, when we were encouraged to work ourselves to the bone and hold ambition above all else. The creation of the internet and email transformed what an office job looked like, then the Covid pandemic hit and that transformed it all over again – along with throwing everything we believed about life and work into the air.


The world of work is now a world divided, with people in distinct warring camps; the bosses that rail against working from home, the workers who are quitting rather than accepting return-to-office orders, the boomers that think Gen Z and millennials are lazy whiners who expect everything handed to them on a plate, the Gen Z-ers who don’t dream of labour but do want to diversify their income streams so they can earn as much money as possible and retire early, the burnt-out millennial managers, the AI pessimists, the AI optimists, the career-confused people in the midst of a mid-life crisis, the teenagers who have no idea what they want to be when they grow up, the politicians who vow to stamp out ‘generation sicknote’, the working mums desperately trying to find some semblance of balance . . . the list goes on.


At this point, let me introduce myself. My name is Ellen Scott and I’m a journalist, writer, editor and occasional podcaster. At the moment, I’m working as the digital editor at Stylist magazine, and trying to fit time in around my nine-to-five to write fiction (and non-fiction, like this very book you’re holding right now). I truly love the work I do. It brings me real joy and fulfilment. When I’m working, I feel like I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing. Of course, like any writer, I procrastinate and postpone, telling myself I’ll spend just five more minutes scrolling TikTok in bed rather than jumping up at 5 a.m. and cracking on, but when I do finally get into the flow of working on a feature, or chatting with my team, or thinking of ways to reach more readers, I enjoy it so much I have no clue why I put it off.


When I speak with other people, I realise I am fairly unusual in adoring the work I do. And my current state of career contentment has been hard-won, after years of a less-than-healthy approach to my job. I’ve learned how to genuinely enjoy my job without allowing it to consume my entire life, and because of that journey I now know that everyone can learn to do the same . . . but with this book, you don’t need to make the mistakes I did along the way. Think of Working on Purpose as a map with the most pleasant paths highlighted. I’ve walked the gnarlier route and taken the wrong turns so you don’t have to.


I was born in 1993, which puts me firmly in the millennial category (please stick with me, Gen Z readers) and means I remember a time before the internet entered our homes. Both my parents were teachers, giving me a slightly warped sense of what careers could look like. The notion of not having six weeks of holiday and multiple half terms a year as part of a job didn’t even seem like a possibility, but neither did sticking to classic nine-to-five hours. My dad went from being a deputy headteacher to a headteacher of a primary school. He left the house before I woke up and came home past seven. My mum started teaching at the primary school I attended, so most evenings I hung out there until she was ready to take us home, playing hide and seek with the other teachers’ kids (climbing into the top shelf of a cupboard remains my best spot) or reading in the library until the caretaker turned out the lights and locked the door (yes, once or twice he did do this while I was still inside). When I got old enough to walk home alone, I knew it would be a few hours of just me and my older brother until my mum finally arrived to make dinner, then dive right back into work again, hand-drawing characters for worksheets and writing detailed notes on children’s stories. Often I’d wake up in the night, go downstairs to grab a glass of water, and find my mum still at the kitchen table, toiling away at midnight. The six-week holidays I mentioned weren’t spent having a jolly – I always knew to account for at least two weeks of my mum heading into the school to make sure her classroom was ready for the year ahead.


Of course my parents shaped my view of what work should be. Neither of them were especially well paid, but they did their jobs because they cared about education and teaching was who they were. I knew my mum had previously worked in publishing (she quit before I was born, snatching away any connections and leg-ups that would have benefited me, damn it) and that what she really wanted was to be an artist, but that you couldn’t make money from that and so off into teaching she went. I saw work only in terms of steady, stable jobs that became your entire being, caused stress and sleepless nights, and, most importantly, meant something. When I was little, I proudly declared I wanted to be an author (and a veterinarian), but as I got older and people at school started talking more seriously about careers, I pushed that idea out of my head. Surely, I thought, no one would pay me to write. It was too much fun to be a job. I was interested in psychology until my brother announced that he wanted to be a therapist, at which point I decided to let that be his thing. I was good at science, so I figured I’d become a doctor.


It wasn’t until I was sixteen and being urged to apply to Oxford and Cambridge that I had a dramatic realisation: the magazines I pored over and snipped into my scrapbook, the books I devoured . . . they were being made by someone, right? And these people weren’t elegant mythical beasts who emerged into the world as writers and editors. Presumably, they too had been teenagers who did exams and went to university and chose jobs. An idea, so obvious now but revelatory to my sixteen-yearold self, sprouted in my brain: if people working on magazines were normal people doing a job . . . couldn’t one of them be me? Once that thought was there, it kept growing into a mantra: why not me?


I set about researching how ordinary people (i.e., not the nepo babies) became journalists. I wrote hundreds of letters to magazine offices to try to get work experience, then scoured the internet for job listings. While I was doing my A-levels I picked up unpaid gigs as a runner backstage at London Fashion Week shows, scoring friction into high heels and speedily undressing and redressing models. I eventually found a website that would pay me £10 a pop to write up weekly recaps of Britain’s Next Top Model, then worked for the same business as a ‘hostess’ for their photoshoots every Saturday, which mostly involved making cups of tea for other teenagers whose parents had paid hundreds of pounds to make a ‘modelling portfolio’ and measuring their waists and height to make the whole thing seem like less of a scam. I started a fashion blog, hand-drew a deeply embarrassing logo, and paid to print said terrible logo (a dog, because the blog was called fashion underdog) on hundreds of business cards. I went off to university in Manchester and any spare moment that wasn’t dedicated to studying or drinking, I spent writing articles and applying for unpaid internships. I went to intern networking events and handed out my cards, as though connecting with other people desperate to get their foot in the door would be a fruitful use of time.


Throughout all this, I was determined. I was set at that point, on becoming a magazine journalist at any cost. I had a dream job and had plotted out the path to get there. It was the early 2010s. Sophia Amoruso was shouting about being a #GirlBoss. We were wearing blazers to the clubs. Beyoncé had just released ‘Run the World (Girls)’ and feminism came in the form of celebrating ‘She-E-Os’ and being boss babes. YouTube vloggers were starting to make real money and bloggers were gaining industry clout. It was a strange time in the world of work. Just look at the top songs of the moment, all hammering home the notion that working hard and stacking up cash were the ultimate aspirations: think Britney Spears’ ‘Work Bitch’ and Rihanna’s ‘Bitch Better Have My Money’. I was determined that every moment of my life should be spent taking myself closer to a goal, aside from the one hour of ‘scheduled relaxation time’ I had written in my planner each week. And the message all around was that this was what I should be doing, that this was correct, that hustling hard was not only proper but also cool and enviable.


And it started to pay off. At the end of my first year of university, I applied for an internship at a website I had been reading religiously for years and I got it. I was in a long-distance relationship with someone from the US at the time and the fact that said internship was in New York felt like everything was coming together. I had saved up every penny of the money I’d earned from blogging and hosting and whatever other work I could find and bought a plane ticket to New Jersey, where I stayed with my boyfriend’s parents and took the Amtrak in once a week to shyly sit in the website’s office. I volunteered for everything and anything; a massive review of nail polishes, a column about sex and dating (I even roped in my then-boyfriend to do the male counterpart), endless listicles about everything from career lessons to learn from Arianna Huffington to what it’s like to be the Joey Tribiani of your friendship group. I went to the Intern Queen summer party in my best black dress and a fitted jacket and attempted to arrange ‘informational interviews’ with various writers and editors (I was roundly ignored). The only cost covered was my train journey in every Wednesday, but this all felt like a good investment – especially when the internship ended and the website asked me to keep writing for them when I was back in Manchester, at $20 per article. What a win!


When a job opened up at Cosmopolitan UK, I raced to apply and was a little stunned to actually get an interview. When the job then changed to become far too senior for someone still in university, my excellent editor Kate Lucey instead offered me writing shifts, off the back of my work for that New York website, and I snatched up that opportunity wholeheartedly. When I graduated, I went straight into a job as a copywriter for the suits brand Austin Reed (thanks to a connection I’d made doing an internship the summer before at a pet product company) and that became my nine-to-five. Each day I would bolt out the door at five on the dot so I could make the train back to my parents’ house in Enfield (on a salary of £17.5k, I couldn’t afford to move out yet) and do a three-hour Cosmo shift before collapsing into bed. Weekends were spent working for Cosmo, too. I would have spent every non-Austin-Reed moment bashing out articles about which celebrity had said they were a feminist if it weren’t for Kate gently asking me to leave some shifts open so other writers could have a go.


Again, all this seemed like the right thing to be doing. I was praised for my dedication to my career, admired for being so young and impressive. My long-distance relationship with the American boyfriend was failing for multiple reasons, but my complete obsession with work definitely played a part. We broke up when he came to London and rather than excitement at seeing his face in the airport, I felt irritation that I had given up shifts to be there.


Finally, the big leagues came knocking. I’d chatted with the daughter of a teacher at the school where my dad had been headteacher, who happened to be a freelance journalist. She had seen a post in a Facebook group asking for writers to come into the offices and do weekend shifts for Metro.co.uk and had put my name forward. I did Saturday shifts for a few weeks, knocking out twelve stories a day, then quit my Austin Reed job in the hope of getting five Metro shifts a week. The traffic (i.e., the number of people reading an article online) I was getting was sufficiently impressive that the Metro lifestyle team agreed to let me work for them Tuesday to Saturday, so I dived in, continuing to bash out Cosmo shifts in the evenings and weekends. At £100 a day, the Metro shifts allowed me to move into a house-share in Tooting. I toiled away to prove my worth until eventually Metro gave me a full-time contract, then over the course of a few years I went from lifestyle reporter to senior lifestyle reporter to lifestyle editor to lifestyle and weekend editor, continuing to pick up impressed looks when I mentioned my age and how far I’d come.


It wasn’t until I became lifestyle editor, after multiple years of having a full-time journalism job, that I stopped doing work in the evenings and at the weekends for other publications. And when I gave up those other shifts, I didn’t suddenly start using my free time in a healthy way. I stayed in the office long past my end time and tracked the traffic lines obsessively, frequently lying awake at night trying to come up with increasingly outrage-provoking takes that would get views (period sex is good! Sourdough bread is bad!). I met my partner through work and shifted my 7 a.m.–4 p.m. shift to a 6 a.m.–3 p.m. to align with his, but we frequently found ourselves still at the office past 6 p.m., having only left our desks to nip down to the canteen and shovel down a baked potato in ten minutes.


I look back now and wonder why I was doing all this. The truth is that work was an addiction. When I wasn’t working, the depression I’d experienced since my teens was amplified from a background hum into an all-consuming malaise, and my undiagnosed OCD was in full force, making me obsessively jump out of bed and run downstairs to check the front door was really locked (and that I hadn’t, in fact, opened it the last seven times I had checked) and the gas hobs were turned off. I found that when my brain was occupied by writing and editing articles and chasing traffic, it didn’t have the space to roam into intrusive thoughts about home invasions or suicide. So rather than attempting the hard work of dealing with those issues, I just kept busy . . . even if that meant working at all hours of the day and living off McDonald’s and Subway to avoid spending time cooking that could be used for more work.


Even when I started taking antidepressants and going to therapy, and even when I was in a healthy relationship with my partner, I still couldn’t relax my grip on work or its hold on me. My counselling sessions often centred on why my mood dipped so low in line with the number of page views the lifestyle section of the website received. I broke up with the therapist because she didn’t seem to get why I needed to spend all my time on social media or why it mattered so much that listicles weren’t delivering the same traffic as they used to.


Work addiction is so often rewarded – and despite the slight slowdown of hustle culture, the ‘get shit done’ mindset was still very much in force at the time. It didn’t matter if I was in a constant state of exhaustion and stress. I was successful! I was achieving! And if anyone asked, I would have told them I loved my job. I was still so excited and grateful to be working in journalism, something that once seemed like pure fantasy, that I didn’t question just how much of my life work was taking up.


A few key events in fairly speedy succession sparked a change. First off, my partner and I took in a feral kitten called Babka. She needed frequent socialising and feeding to help her get settled in, so suddenly I had a reason to leave work the second 3 p.m. hit and race back to our flat in Shepherd’s Bush.


The second thing was a dramatic shift in the way everyone was talking about work. In 2019, Ann Helen Peterson published her seminal BuzzFeed essay, labelling millennials the burnout generation, in which she neatly summed up the way many of us were beginning to feel about our careers: that we’d been sold a dream of hard work being rewarded, but had now found ourselves overworked, underpaid and desperately unhappy. ‘The more work we do, the more efficient we’ve proven ourselves to be, the worse our jobs become: lower pay, worse benefits, less job security,’ wrote Peterson.




‘Our efficiency hasn’t bucked wage stagnation; our steadfastness hasn’t made us more valuable. If anything, our commitment to work, no matter how exploitative, has simply encouraged and facilitated our exploitation. We put up with companies treating us poorly because we don’t see another option. We don’t quit. We internalise that we’re not striving hard enough. And we get a second gig.’





People were starting to talk about wellbeing, about claiming back our time. I started to notice a radically different attitude to work in the journalists I hired at Metro who were younger than me. They weren’t remotely impressed by my accomplishments – they were horrified. They didn’t think it was cool to work late or especially hard; they had firmly turned away from the hustle culture that had been so prevalent and towards concepts like ‘acting your wage’ and ‘gaming the system’.


Then, finally, the big one: in 2020, the Covid pandemic arrived and everything changed. I, like everyone else, started asking big questions, like What was this all for? What do I want my legacy to be? Questions about smaller things also became more insistent. Why, for example, was I worrying so much about how much traffic an interview with someone who had renovated their house received when people were dying? Why on earth had I been classed as an ‘essential worker’ and thus had to go back into the office? On that note, why did I need to be in the office to do a job that I had proven I could do perfectly well from home?


When I spoke to people in other industries, they were asking these questions, too. For many people, the work they had previously invested so much time and energy in now seemed pointless. After all, when they had been furloughed and unable to fill in spreadsheets and send emails . . . the world had continued to turn.


It’s no coincidence that it was amid the pandemic that the term ‘quiet quitting’ emerged and exploded in popularity. I was the first to cover it on a news site, and I’d plotted in an article because the moment I saw the phrase on TikTok, I knew it would speak to a lot of people searching for a counterargument to all the pro-hustle capitalism that had been broadcast at us for years. ‘You’re not outright quitting your job,’ said Zaiad Khan in a TikTok video popularising the phrase, ‘but you’re quitting the idea of going above and beyond. You’re still performing your duties, but you’re no longer subscribing to the hustle culture mentality that work has to be your life – the reality is, it’s not.’ To the people already deep in the antiwork community, this was a softball approach. But to burnt-out work addicts like me and all the people for whom the pandemic had prompted a deep reassessment of what work meant, quiet quitting was a transformative moment.


When the pandemic began, I started applying for other jobs. I also seriously considered leaving journalism entirely and pursuing something that wouldn’t be so all-consuming. Eventually, around the same time as I wrote the quiet quitting article, I made it through interview rounds and landed a job at Stylist magazine, where I remain today. Stylist has a work culture that is entirely different to any I’ve previously experienced. They launched a ‘reclaim your lunch break’ campaign years ago and truly walk the walk of caring about their staff’s wellbeing. But my transition from work addiction to a healthy place of loving work while knowing it isn’t all I am was not simply the result of moving roles. Before I handed in my notice at Metro, I had started leaving work on time. I’d learned how to detach from site stats when I was on holiday. I was actually having downtime and happily doing things that weren’t in the pursuit of productivity. My partner had gifted me a class on building a shelf and I adored it so much that I spent twelve weekends working on a table. And, most importantly, I had started to get strategic about what I wanted to get out of work. I was working on purpose, approaching my career in a radically different way that placed meaning and fulfilment at the forefront.


That strategy is what I believe everyone can and should apply to their own working lives, no matter which of the warring factions I mentioned earlier you belong to. I believe that the conversation around work has become overwhelmingly negative. Understandably so, when you look at the context of all that’s happened and all the ways our careers aren’t working for us. But amid all the chat about refusing to dream of labour and giving jobs the bare minimum, we’ve lost sight of the reality that work can be better, that it can fulfil us, that it can be enjoyable. I believe that, yes, there are things that need to change about jobs on a societal level, that movements such as the four-day week are worth discussing, that in a landscape of AI the world needs to adjust what work looks like, but there are things we can do on an individual level, too, to find career contentment.


In the chapters ahead, you’ll understand how we got to the current state of play, dive deeper into the different generational attitudes to work (and how to navigate modern workplaces where you’re likely to come up against views different from your own), and, most importantly, you’ll take your own strategic approach to work, with me, along with additional work experts and case studies, there to guide you every step of the way. This book can’t promise to rid the world of toxic workplaces and rubbish jobs, but what it will do is equip you with the tools and understanding you need to be on the path to genuine contentment, both within your working hours and outside them.


Ready to get started? Let’s go.









1


From Foraging Berries to Back-to-Back Zoom Calls . . .


How did we get here?


Ever find yourself sitting at a desk, creating a presentation for your manager, looking out of the window and thinking: how did I even get here? Or perhaps on a sunny day you’ve declared that you weren’t built for a nine-to-five – you were built for frolicking in the fields, for foraging your next meal, for whittling wood. We tend to think that our working systems are set in stone, that anyone who complains about having to work (especially younger people) just needs to accept that things are the way they are and there’s no point whinging. But the rarely spoken truth is that the concept of careers and the way we approach them is something entirely made up . . . and fairly recently, too. Jobs haven’t been around since the dawn of time. The meaning of work and how we do it has shifted and changed, and there’s no reason it can’t change again.


This is not a book that’s going to go super in-depth on the history of work, because if you’ve picked it up you’re probably keen to get some practical steps for the here and now. If you would like to read an entire book about how the work day came to be, there are some great options out there, such as The Story of Work: A New History of Humankind by Jan Lucassen and Work: A History of How We Spend Our Time by James Suzman. However, I do think it’s helpful to have a whistlestop tour through how the traditional nine-to-five, five-days-a-weekin-an-office job came to be.


So, let’s go way, way back to the early days of human existence. We don’t have a lot of records of this time (you know, because of the lack of writing materials, cameras, the internet, etc. at the time), but anthropologists have done enough research to talk confidently about how our hunter–gatherer ancestors spent their days. Yes, they were hunting and gathering, which made up what we would typically define as ‘work’ rather than rest. But it’s believed that these ‘work’ activities made up a far smaller portion of humans’ time than we might assume.


Around 300,000 or so years ago, work was performed simply to fulfil our basic needs of food, shelter and sustaining the human race through reproduction and the survival of children. If you were physically able, you would hunt animals for food. If not, you would be a gatherer, foraging for edible plants, seeking shelter and caring for children. These tasks were in pursuit of survival, and there was no need to work to gain anything beyond the bare essentials. After all, it’s not like there were fridges to keep meat or veg fresh, so there was little point in stockpiling. That meant that rather than having to work for a certain amount of time, people worked to complete a task (hunting an animal or gathering enough veg for the day) and once that was done, we could relax.


Things started to change a tad when we worked out how to make tools to help with our work. That was the first hint of specialisation: choosing work tasks based on our skills rather than simply our physicality. If you could craft a tool, that’s what you did. Some of these tools made hunting and gathering easier and quicker. Some allowed for better shelter. We started to respect certain skills more than others. We were still in a tribal setup, but we were starting to have leaders and experts and hierarchies. The act of trading began; a good weapon might be swapped for a large amount of food or a good spot of land.


Between 8,500 BC and 2,500 BC, people swapped hunting and gathering for a more organised system of farming and breeding stock. We settled into villages. Eventually we entered a time of markets and merchants. We traded what we could, which meant there was now a reason to work for more than our essential needs. Rather than thinking it was a waste of time to gather lots of food, you could use the excess to trade it for something else you needed. The wheel was invented, allowing for the dawn of transport and the mechanisation of agriculture, which in turn meant trade could ramp up. All that trading necessitated some note-taking to keep on top of who owed what to whom and across the globe writing became a thing, along with the idea of accounting. We started to create towns and expanded our hierarchies. Work was still to get food and shelter, but for some people it started to become less direct. Rather than hunting down an animal, for example, someone might spend their time milling wheat in order to have enough to give someone in exchange for them hunting down an animal instead.


Then, the emergence of currency. Feathers, stones, shells, these were used to represent the value of foodstuff and tools. People started to create rules for fair trades and agreed value of items (so that one person couldn’t say a big hunk of meat was worth two stones while another said you needed ten stones to even get a look-in). By around 500 BC, coins started being used. Aristotle arrived on the scene in the 300 BCs and came up with a proper theory of trade and commerce, which spread and was used in many communities. You can blame Aristotle for money being used to purchase goods and services, and for the general concept of accumulating wealth; both essential components of why we work today.


Around this time, religion got involved in our work and money. In both Islam and Christianity, followers were encouraged to donate funds to people with less, and to live a simple life was considered morally superior. But while having an excess of money was frowned upon, so was failing to work. Work was seen as a way to honour god and contributing towards the community was praised. The Bible proclaims that we must ‘work heartily’ and urges people to ‘. . . work hard, but not just to please your masters when they are watching’. Even back when the Bible was being written, slacking off was viewed as morally repugnant – ‘Whoever is slack in his work is a brother to him who destroys,’ says the Bible, and ‘ . . . if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.’1 Religion promised that if we worked hard, we would be rewarded – not just in life but for eternity.


Then, boom, the medieval era arrived and with it intercontinental trade. Literature from the time points to the existence of defined jobs, such as farmer, fisherman, shoemaker, tax collector – all done by men, while women were pushed into the domestic sphere. We didn’t yet have a determined work day by this point. From what historians can gather, work was done in line with the daylight – farming would be completed while the sun was up – and adapted in accordance with the seasons. In The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure, economist Juliet B. Schor notes that breaks in the working day were frequent (in 1570, the Bishop of Durham wrote that a typical labourer would have a break for breakfast, lunch and dinner, and for a sanctioned afternoon nap. Sometimes, midmorning and midafternoon breaks were thrown in, too)2 and there were many holidays throughout the year. Schor says that in England, holidays took up a third of the year, while in Spain they totalled five whole months per annum. The concept of busywork, filling the hours until you were allowed to go home, didn’t exist. Peasants worked to complete tasks, not to tick off hours, and would only work ‘as many days as were necessary to earn their customary income’, says Schor. She points to evidence that peasant families usually only worked 150 days per year on their land and, later, farmer–miners only worked 180 days a year.


This sounds pretty cushy going, but these working conditions were neither universal nor eternal. The slave trade saw enslaved people toiling for up to eighteen hours a day, with minimal breaks and brutal punishments for perceived underperformance. Some were given Sundays and Christmas off. Slavery is, of course, not the same as ‘work’ as we think of it today, in that enslaved people did not have any choice in the matter. But slavery is an important representation of what labour looked like for a significant number of people around the world, and it’s worth noting that it continued well into the Industrial Revolution in both the UK and the US.


The Industrial Revolution is usually what people talk about when they discuss the creation of the work day we recognise today, despite the reality that humans have been working – if we define work as putting in effort in order to get something in return – since the dawn of humanity. Still, the Industrial Revolution was a gamechanger (hence the period’s name) for what our lives and work looked like. In the eighteenth century, the first steam engine was invented, along with the first mechanical weaving loom, and the use of both spread across Europe quickly. The wealth generated by the slave trade enabled England to ramp up production and create the first factories (prior to the invention of steam- and coal-powered machines, the manufacturing of products mostly took place in the home). Expectations of productivity increased in line with the development of machines and soon enough women and children were brought into factories to get to work. Days were long and the work was tough. Some children, for example, regularly worked fourteen-hour shifts six days a week and, if their productivity dropped, they would be beaten.


It wasn’t until 1802 that people started wondering if perhaps young children shouldn’t be made to work in this way. Sir Robert Peel, an MP and the owner of a factory, created the Health and Morals of Apprentices Act3 to prevent anyone under the age of twenty-one working for longer than twelve hours a day. It was tricky to actually uphold said act, but hey, at least he tried. He also tried to ban the employment of kids under nine years old. It took until the 1830s for Parliament to put some proper protections in place, with the Sadler report4 pushing for the ‘ten-hour movement’, which aimed to reduce the working day for children under sixteen. In 1833, finally, a new Factory Act was passed, which ordered that no children under the age of nine were to work in factories and those aged between nine and thirteen were limited to eight hours of work a day. Once you were past thirteen, though, you could work up to twelve hours a day.


And, of course, these acts were passed out of concern for children’s safety, not to give adults a better work–life balance. Later, though, adult workers started complaining about their working conditions, too. Sundays had long been days of rest, thanks to religious texts, but in the nineteenth century workers began using their days off not just to worship but also to socialise and have fun. Often, they had a bit too much fun, so they had to skip work on Mondays to recover. Factory owners weren’t pleased about this and offered workers a half-day off on Saturday to prevent Monday bunking. After a while, that half-day became a full day off. Thus, the weekend was born.


In 1866, the US National Labor Union asked Congress to pass a law mandating an eight-hour work day. This was rejected, but it is a good indication of the conversations that were being had at the time – people were getting tired of grinding away for the majority of their days. The notion of an eight-hour day was in part sparked by Welsh socialist and textile manufacturer Robert Owen, who years before declared that ‘eight hours daily labour is enough for any human being’,5 his logic going that with twenty-four hours in each day, this time should be split into thirds – eight hours’ labour, eight hours’ recreation, eight hours’ rest. This opinion was embraced by early working-class movements around the world.


It wasn’t until the 1880s that the Trades Union Congress advocated for an eight-hour day, thanks to work from activist Tom Mann that suggested reducing people’s working hours might increase their lifespan. In 1894, Karl Marx arrived on the scene and joined the calls for less time toiling, writing in Das Kapital that ‘the shortening of the working-day’ was a necessity. The strikes started coming and they didn’t stop. Towards the end of the 1800s, some workhouses and industrial sectors agreed to an eight-hour working limit, but no solid nationwide laws set the eight-hour day in stone.


Over in the US, the founder of Ford Motor Company, Henry Ford, made a dramatic change to his company. In 1926, he established a forty-hour working week for all his employees, with five working days, eight hours a day, and no change in wages. Before you mentally pat him on the back, however, please note that he didn’t make this change out of care for employee wellbeing. Instead, he realised that for retail industries to make any money, there needed to be people out and about and able to buy things . . . and people couldn’t exactly go shopping if they were always working or recovering from work. Under capitalism, we need workers also to be consumers and, in order for that to happen, they need leisure time.


Then the Second World War happened, necessitating that women enter the workforce and the arrival of laws to improve working conditions. A number of acts were set and repealed, concerning not only how and when work was done but what people should be paid for it. At last, in 1998 Britain had its first national legislation mandating maximum working hours of forty-eight hours per week and the right to paid leave.


Since then, nothing much has changed about how much of our lives are taken up by work . . . at least officially. This is strange when you think about it. The eight-hour work day was revolutionary when it was first proposed, but that was only in comparison to completely unregulated working conditions and sixteen-hour days. It’s not like the eight-hour work day was proposed as a utopian ideal, but more of a meeting in the middle. So it’s bizarre to think that with all the changes that have happened to the way we work and with all the scientific evidence about the importance of reducing stress, along with all the developments in technology that are supposed to make work easier, the typical eight-hour-day, five-days-a-week structure has remained mostly unchanged.


But, like I said, the way we work has certainly changed between 1926 and now. We went from factories to offices. New industries were formed to accommodate capitalism; we didn’t just need people making products anymore, but also people selling products, advertising products, managing the people who make the products, on and on. The internet arrived, and then email, and soon enough there were roles for which the entire day seemed to be spent on a computer, entering data into spreadsheets and editing text.


In 2013, anthropologist David Graeber coined the term ‘bullshit jobs’,6 to describe jobs that were, essentially, pointless. His essay in Strike! magazine struck a chord with thousands of people around the world, who shared his view that doing tasks we secretly believe don’t really need to be done causes profound ‘moral and spiritual damage’. Graeber suggested that around two-fifths of employment in the Western world is made up of bullshit jobs. He also referred to the economist John Maynard Keynes, who in 1930 predicted that advances in technology and the reduction of poverty would, by 2030, cause us all to work less. Keynes foresaw a 15-hour week and Graeber generally questions why this hasn’t happened. In fact, he said, advancements in technology seem to have only made us work more. Rather than the internet doing all of our tasks for us, it created new tasks for us to do – emails and mobile phones enabled us to bring our work home, making a permeable membrane of what was previously a solid line between work and non-work time.


If we simplify this lengthy history, it goes something like this. We’ve always worked, if we define work as effort in exchange for something. In our earliest days, that ‘something’ was super clear. We hunted and gathered in order to survive. If we spent time constructing something, it had a clear purpose, whether that was superior shelter or a tool to help us hunt and gather more proficiently. With the arrival of trade, a little distance was created between the work and the purpose of it. Work was done in order to earn something, which mattered because that in turn would enable us to survive.


Eventually, the distance between work and the point of work grew, in some cases to a frustrating degree. Now, the middle class aren’t doing their work to survive – they could work less and still afford food and shelter – and the point of it creeps further out of everyone’s vision. Whereas once we could see a wild beast and immediately know that we needed to hunt it down in order to eat, we have to make our way through layers and layers of meaning to uncover why work is a worthwhile affair. Attempting to get to the point of sending an email might go like this: I’m sending an email so I can have the go-ahead to get started on this project. I’m doing this project because it’s part of my job. I’m doing this job so that I’ll be paid at the end of the month. I want to get paid at the end of the month so I can buy groceries and so that one day, maybe, I can buy a house. Previously, work’s reward was immediate. Now, so much of our lives are spent waiting for the benefit of our toils to arrive . . . for the clock to hit five, to make it through the week, to get a pay rise, to earn a little more disposable income. We have to make an effort to see the point of what we’re doing and often the point doesn’t end up being as simple as making money.


Because that’s the thing, we don’t only work to survive. Now that survival is fairly likely, we’ve found other purposes for work, such as an altruistic desire to ‘do good’, or to create a legacy, or to give us the time and funds to live a lifestyle we crave. And we need that purpose to carry us through, to motivate us, to make work not a pointless endeavour. The problems arise when we don’t know what that purpose is or how our work aligns with it. Problems like disengagement and feelings of aimlessness, sure, but also the opposite. If we think we’re working in pursuit of better finances, when in fact what really matters to us is something else, we’re prone to working ourselves to the point of exhaustion, constantly throwing ourselves at tasks, experiencing the crushing low of said task not bringing us fulfilment, then chucking ourselves at other tasks, and so the cycle goes on.


In recent years, our line of sight on our purpose has become blurred. Some of us believed we were working in order to buy a nice home, then discovered that as we worked for stagnant salaries, property prices shot up. Some people thought their jobs were doing good, then became disillusioned by greedy CEOs doing things that evidently were not good. Some hoped that working hard would deliver them a better quality of life, then noticed that their life was instead being sucked up almost entirely by work . . . and that even when they weren’t working, they didn’t feel the happiness they anticipated. Some were leaving the office at 5 p.m., but found the majority of their free time was spent doing unpaid labour in the domestic space. When the Covid pandemic arrived, everything paused. Suddenly, we had the time to look at what we were doing from a distance and, for many people, what we were doing didn’t make any sense. We started to question everything. And years on from 2020s lockdowns, those questions haven’t been adequately answered.


All this leaves us in a strange purgatory. In 2024, employee engagement in the US hit an eleven-year low.7 ‘At least half’ of the workforce is quiet quitting,8 and yet the majority of us are experiencing work-related stress.9 Levels of burnout keep climbing. ‘The Great Resignation’ saw people quit their jobs in droves, in pursuit of . . . something. Did the quitters (quiet and loud) find what they were looking for? Or did they simply move to another job, only to discover they felt the same disillusionment and dissatisfaction they had felt before?


But I don’t think we should give up hope. I truly believe that work can be something that fulfils us, satisfies us or, at the very least, doesn’t make us unhappy. There’s room for big, societal change, especially amid the rise of AI and, for the here and now, there’s a path forward to make our relationship with work much healthier. That path includes clearing our vision of the point of the work we’re doing, curating our careers to better align with meaning, and embracing a mindset shift that embraces meaningful work as part of a happy, healthy existence. The path forward is working on purpose.


Let’s recap


• Since the dawn of humanity, people have worked in a sense – we put in effort in order to get something.


• The creation of trade made the link between our effort and the work less direct. Rather than working to fulfil basic needs, we started working to earn.


• Technology was supposed to enable us to work less. Instead it’s done the opposite, creating all sorts of ‘bullshit jobs’ and additional admin.


• The traditional nine-to-five, five-days-a-week way of working we accept as the norm is a relatively new thing . . . which means it’s not that wild of an idea to suggest we change it.









2


The Power of Work


Why getting strategic about your job and its impact on your happiness matters


It’s easy for criticisms of our current working culture to be misread as antiwork sentiments. That assumption isn’t helped by the volume of people declaring that they don’t want to work, that their dream is to lounge around a house and do nothing. While there are people who genuinely would prefer never to work again a day in their life, I think they’re in the minority. Most of us need to have some form of work, not just to earn money and live, but also to be content.


Analysis included in the World Happiness Report has shown again and again that having a job plays a pivotal role in happiness.1 Around the world, people with a job rate the quality of their lives much more highly than those who are unemployed. People who are not in employment also report more negative emotions in their day-to-day lives and fewer positive ones. You might assume this is simply down to money – if you don’t have a job, you’re unable to fulfil your basic needs and thus your mood goes down. But research suggests that the wellbeing value of employment goes beyond paying the bills. Non-monetary parts of work, such as socialising with coworkers, a daily structure and having goals to work towards all have a strong influence on people’s happiness. In the Working on Purpose survey (an online quiz I created for this book, which was filled in by more than one hundred people from a wide range of age groups, locations and industries), only 11 per cent of the people I surveyed said they would stop working if they won the lottery. And of those, the majority said that while they wouldn’t want to be employed, they would continue to do something that could be considered ‘work’ rather than rest or play, such as volunteering for a charity or engaging in a creative hobby.


Not all work is created equal, of course. There are jobs that can make us actively miserable, so it’s not the case that any job is better than no job. What is true, though, is that a decent job is better than not working at all. What’s also true is that not all work sucks by definition.


What makes a job a good one? One that will have a positive impact on our wellbeing? Well, the type of job makes a big difference. The World Happiness Report found that physically intensive jobs, such as construction, farming and forestry correlate with lower levels of happiness, while people who class themselves as managers, executives and officials tend to be happier. There are other factors that are within our society’s power to change. After salary, one of the strongest drivers of people’s happiness at work is work–life balance.2 Working fewer hours is associated with greater life satisfaction,3 as is varied work, opportunities for promotions, the ability to learn new things and job security4 – all of which can be encouraged by a boss, but that can feel out of the individual worker’s control. You can campaign for reduced hours, ask for learning opportunities, pursue roles with greater job security, but at the end of the day, it’s the powers that be who decide if you’ll get any of these things.


But one contributor to happiness that is more in our control is meaning. Feeling that your work is meaningful is strongly associated with greater contentment.5 The positive news about this is that meaning is, essentially, something we create. Anything can have meaning if it means something to you. Ergo, you can consciously decide to see meaning in the work you do, whether that meaning is inherent to the work itself or because the work enables you to do something that’s meaningful to you.


Professor Luke Fletcher teaches psychology and human resource management at Manchester Metropolitan University. He specialises in research around work and meaningful work, in particular, often exploring the importance of diversity and inclusion in the workplace and how to keep staff engaged. When I spoke to Dr Fletcher for this chapter, he was unequivocal about people needing work that feels like more than just a list of tasks to get through each day. ‘A significant portion of our existence is in some kind of work,’ he says.




‘We need to feel it’s meaningful. We need to feel that our work is significant to us, to our values, our beliefs. We want to feel that the work we’re doing has some kind of impact. Beyond just feeling satisfaction that we’ve done something with our day, we need more: the sense that we’ve helped someone, or we’ve had a social impact, or our work will have some kind of legacy.’





What makes a job meaningful is a tricky thing to quantify, because it’s so subjective. A meaningful job relies heavily on the individual ascribing meaning to it. Dr Fletcher has a great story about a man he met while working on his PhD, who worked at a box manufacturing company. ‘His job was in a production line, fairly routine manufacturing,’ Dr Fletcher explains. ‘This guy was saying how meaningful it was to him to see that when he went to a supermarket, a box that he was part of making was on the shelves and he could say to his daughter that this was what Daddy made. That was really important to him.’


How you define meaningful work is, in many ways, up to you. A job being meaningful might translate to it aligning with your personal value system or having an impact beyond the completion of tasks. Equally, a job might be meaningful simply because it enables you to do something that matters in your non-work time, something that I’ll explore in the upcoming chapters. It’s important to our mental wellbeing that our work has some meaning to it, by which I mean it doesn’t feel completely pointless. We know this because studies have shown that engaging in work tasks that are pointless has a negative impact on our mental wellbeing,6 while work we perceive as meaningful is good for us.7


There’s power, too, in the very basics of employment. The routine of waking up and having to be somewhere at a certain time, to do certain things, in itself gives a sense of purpose to our days. We, as humans, also really value doing things that aren’t just lounging about. We crave the idea of mastery, of doing something that requires effort. ‘We find a sense of accomplishment that comes with overcoming obstacles and finding solutions to problems,’ says Dr Fletcher. ‘It comes back to our inherent evolutionary psychology around having to navigate really complex problems, create new civilisations, grow as a society and so on. We really like and crave that kind of challenge.’


David McClelland, a Harvard professor who spent decades researching motivation, suggests that all humans have an inbuilt need for either achievement, affiliation, or power, all of which are gained not through rest but through work.8
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