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About the Book


The world of work has always been a place of development and change. Now, more than ever, our working lives have altered and we are all getting used to a new way of doing business. Coping with transition can be hard at every stage of life, but it presents unique challenges as we come to the time of our lives when we are facing the end of full-on, full-time work.


Changing Gear looks at why work is such an important part of a person’s identity, and how challenging it can be when it’s time to change gear, whether that’s to explore a new path or take a step back from our careers entirely.


Offering insight, advice and practical exercises to help you make the right decisions, this valuable guide helps you navigate complicated situations, identify what’s most important, and develop the skills you need to cope with change.









With love and thanks to our families











‘To exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on creating oneself endlessly.’


– Henri Bergson, French philosopher












Introduction


Changing gear
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Who this book is for




‘To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming, is the only end in life.’


– Robert Louis Stevenson





At some point after passing the age of fifty, many people begin to feel a lack of certainty about how the world will work out for us, as well as for our families, friends and communities.


All of this, of course, is set in the context of a world that is also facing enormous upheaval. The tech-driven revolution is bringing massive and relentless change to our organisations, jobs and lives. The only certainty is that each of us will be affected in multiple different ways. The futurologist Alvin Toffler has suggested that ‘The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.’


At the time of writing, the world is in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, which has brought even more upheaval, and which is likely to accelerate the tech-driven revolution, along with all its consequent opportunities and threats.


While wider societal change is not the focus of this book, it is relevant to the sense of unease many people are feeling. This sense of unease is inevitable when people start to face up to the fact that their old certainties are gone – and it is currently being heightened by the changes, both positive and negative, that the pandemic will bring to individuals, organisations and countries.


Changing Gear speaks to this new uncertainty and anxiety. In particular, it speaks to those who have broadly loved their jobs and, to a great extent, have been defined by what they do. This work persona or sense of identity can become who they are, both to those around them and, even more so, to themselves. When questions about stepping away from this role begin to appear in their minds, for whatever reason, it can raise real questions of identity.


We are all living longer. Average life expectancy in developed countries has increased by almost 30 years since 1900; in the UK, it has gone from 51 to 79 for men, and from 55 to 83 for women. However, these are only average figures. Many more of us within the age range that is the primary focus of this book – five to ten years either side of 60 – are likely to live until our late eighties, and even well into our nineties. But we don’t necessarily know what to do with the gift of this extra time, and nor does society. The idea of ‘retirement’ no longer holds the appeal it once did; we want to be active, contributing and valued. Much of what we have to say will also have relevance for those younger than this who want to ‘downsize’ or make significant changes to their lifestyles.


Working and being part of an organisation provides us with a sense of purpose, value and community: a feeling of belonging, achievement and influence. Losing that, particularly for people who have invested perhaps too much of themselves in work, can be a challenge.


Stages of life


Many religions and life philosophies describe life in terms of stages and their various challenges. In the West, we tend to view life in terms of progressing through these stages, based on the Christian tradition of moral progress culminating in an afterlife in Heaven or Hell, as described by John Bunyan in his 17th-century allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress.


Many theories and models have been proposed to describe and explain life stages in this sort of linear progression. However, evidence to support such a formulation is controversial. Some subscribe to the idea of a crisis in the middle of life, as Dante described in The Divine Comedy: Inferno: ‘Midway upon the journey of life, I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.’


Our movement through each life stage can be characterised in terms of a series of ‘crises’, which can offer both danger and opportunity. Each life ‘crisis’ gives us an opportunity to adapt previous attitudes and behaviours, retaining some or all, or modifying some to suit the challenges of the new stage. Our progress through life will be affected by the choices we make, and whether we accept or deny the changed reality, both through internal transitions and external changes. Typically, each stage begins with a feeling of being somehow ‘out of sync’. What was once held together begins to fall apart, bringing a fear of disintegration.


Hindu philosophy provides a useful framework in which life is seen as a developmental path through four life stages (Ashramas), which are combined with four life goals.




—The first, from birth up to the age of 25, is the scholar (Brahmacharya), focused on learning, finding one’s identity and leaving home.


—The second, from ages 25 to 55, is the householder (Grihastha), focused on earning a living, building a family and worldly achievement.


—The third stage, from ages 55 to 75, is a period of retreat or retirement (Vanaprastha), described as going into the forest to contemplate life and its meaning. The focus moves away from the family to society more broadly, and from personal gain to the creation of a better world and the welfare of the community. This entails extracting oneself from a devotion to the material world and moving towards an emphasis on spiritual pursuits. In the Western sense, we might describe it as ‘self-development’. In this book, we refer to this stage as the Third Life.


—The fourth and final stage, from age 75 onwards, is a time of preparing for death (Sannyasa), focused on passing on wisdom and the ultimate meaning of life (and everything!).





Each stage puts life in a steadily broadening frame, with the focus moving from the individual to the family, to society and finally to the universe and the meaning of existence.


It is leaving the second and entering the third stage of life that we are primarily concerned with in this book. This is a point at which we may feel the need to make a change due to a sense of boredom or repetition, or of losing vitality and meaning in our work and life. It can often result in us redoubling our efforts to try to preserve the life that seems to be falling apart. This is a defensive and vain attempt to reassert ‘normality’, and can result in overworking, stress and, often, damage to relationships.


It is normal for people to feel isolated in such uncertain times. Accepting this sense of being out in the wilderness is part of accepting the upheaval of change. Using it purposefully and thinking about what might be causing these feelings of isolation can help alleviate the sense of helplessness they can bring.


Our Western notion of ‘retirement’ has not traditionally captured these third and fourth phases. It was more a complete shift to the fourth and last phase, with a focus on leisure and pleasure – as captured in the advertisements for pension schemes – or, more sadly, simply a slow decline.


The realisation that one is entering a different life, our Third Life, inevitably leads to some reflection: an opportunity, as Friedrich Nietzsche puts it, to ‘become who you are’. However, unlike more ancient traditions, our civilisation lacks an appropriate rite of passage. There are no rituals and expectations to help us adjust to and find a new balance in the third phase.


Leaving the second stage of life


Many people see work as a means to an end. For this group, their sense of purpose is fulfilled outside the work environment through their relationships and hobbies or other activities. However, for those who see work as a key part of their purpose, being faced with reconsidering or expanding their sense of self outside their work role (or in new roles that are less demanding or carry less kudos) can be very daunting. Not only does this mean losing their day-to-day routine, it also brings into question their ‘status’ in their particular community: their ‘power’, their sense of being needed, their relevance and their legacy.


This book is intended to be a guide to a phase of life for which our society has yet to develop its own norms and structures: a phase where happiness can be achieved in a variety of different ways. For some, it will include some work, be it paid or unpaid, perhaps using the valuable experience and skills they have learned over the span of a career, or perhaps in a completely new area. There is no universal formula. Everyone will find a different answer for themselves. Of course, this makes it harder, in some ways, than the transition from being a student to embarking on a career, as for many there was already a well-trodden path to follow as they moved from their first to second stage of life.


The book begins by exploring why work, particularly a successful career, can be such an important part of a person’s identity.


Chapter 1 shares life stories showing examples of people who have been through this process. After each individual story, we shine a light on its underlying, and sometimes unconscious, psychological and social dynamics.


Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 highlight the factors at play in order to help you understand more deeply the drivers of this sometimes tumultuous phase of life. These chapters offer a sound psychological underpinning to the whole process of undergoing a work–life transition. A number of relevant theories and frameworks are explored to give you some intellectual context and content for what you might be feeling and experiencing.


Chapter 6 introduces the Eight-step Transition Process that will serve as a guide to moving from the second to the third phase of life.


Much of this tumult is a result of the challenge of finding a new set of values, new purpose and meaning, and new goals and ways of achieving them. Chapter 7 provides a practical toolkit for helping you make change happen in your life, with helpful questions and exercises to enable you to explore how you can become ‘the best you can be’, both during and after your transition.


Finally, Chapter 8 briefly highlights those all-important practical necessities and issues that must be faced and attended to. Taking time to get these prerequisites right is an essential element of making a successful transition and creating the life you want.


As you work your way through the book, you might find it useful to keep a notebook with you, so that you can make notes and carry out some of the exercises.


Entering the third stage of life


The change involved in moving into the third stage of life is not the same as the traditional midlife crisis, which is more about a fear of losing one’s youth. After 40 – and especially after 50 – only those capable of total denial still think they are young! However, they also rarely think of themselves as old. So, what are they? And, indeed, who are they? Answering these questions now really matters for the many who, hopefully, happily, have a long life ahead!


In our parents’ generation, you had a childhood, an adulthood and then you retired. For this generation aged 50-plus, there are some who relish the opportunity to retire and leave the world of full-time work far behind. Assuming they are financially secure enough for the life they are happy to lead in retirement, then this is a blessing – but this book is not for them. This book is for those who recoil from the R-word and are still thinking through how they want their lives to be, either while they are still working, or within a year or two (or more) of having left full-time work. This is a process that takes some time and, for some, one that can be iterative over a few years.


Changing Gear is about recognising that, as one’s role as an ‘important’ person at work shifts and comes to an end, it is accompanied by premonitions of mental and physical vulnerability, and ultimately frailty. Fears that can either be allowed to take over, or can be accepted as part of recognising one’s mortality. (And no amount of worldly success or wealth can make that go away.)


This time of life often coincides with ‘empty nesting’, when children leave home and take with them that parental sense of being needed. No longer being needed at home or at work can be an extremely uncomfortable realisation. For some, it can feel like an exciting adventure; for others, it can seem an unwelcome torture. But for all in this position, it represents a big change to their status quo. Our brains are not always helpful companions on this journey. Two helpful concepts illustrate why this can be the case: the ‘brain as an organ’ and the ‘elephant rider’.


THE BRAIN AS AN ORGAN


Our bodies have five vital organs: the heart, lungs, liver, kidney and brain. These organs mostly function without our knowledge, and each play different roles in keeping us alive and healthy. One function common to them all is to keep us in equilibrium, and therefore to keep our internal environment stable. This is where the brain can be unhelpful to our pursuit of change, by heightening our fear of externally imposed change. While we might consciously embrace the idea of change, the brain’s task is also to alert us to danger, which impending change may provoke. Often this function is essential, but it can hold us back when we are trying to make changes to our lives.


THE ELEPHANT RIDER


And now to the elephant rider. This is a tale of the reasoning rider and the emotional elephant. It is a metaphor to describe the relationship between two very differently sized parts of our minds: the smaller conscious reasoning part and the larger, sometimes unconscious, emotional part. The reasoning rider perches precariously on the emotional elephant, and when the two disagree on direction, guess which one wins?! We explain this in more detail in Chapter 2.


These two concepts, which both highlight our inability to ‘control’ our brains, simply serve to illustrate that the change is not necessarily going to be straightforward or happen quickly. It will require some considerable personal effort and perseverance.


THE THIRD LIFE


Entering the Third Life necessarily raises many questions. These include:




—Who am I now?


—What would I like to define me in the future?


—What might my options and choices be?


—How will I get from here to there?


—What will the impact be on those around me?


—How can I be the ‘best me’ in this next phase of my life?


—How do I begin to answer all the questions above?





These are questions most people would do well to ask themselves either side of 60, unless they are in a happy state of denial, or among the lucky few who have already found the answers.


Some might well be reflecting on what they have missed out on, how they can build on what they have already done, what they would still love to do, and many similar questions. Some will desire to spend their new-found free time tackling the issues dividing society or the problems threatening the planet. Others will look to find meaning in other ways.


This book is here for everyone who wants to make the most of this time they will ‘win’. It is a time of real opportunity for review and renewal: an opportunity the authors are both trying to grasp too.


It is difficult to prepare for this shift, but there will come a moment when it needs to be confronted. There could be many different triggers, including significant changes at work or at home, or a sense of wanting a life with greater purpose or a better balance.


For some, the choice to leave a role is theirs to make, while for others, factors beyond their control make the choice for them. The reasons why people find themselves facing change differ widely but the challenges that they then face, and the ways in which they can deal successfully (or not) with making their transitions, are much more similar.


The traditional midlife crisis in your early forties typically entails accepting who you are, that your personality, strengths and weaknesses are unlikely to change very significantly, and that some of your aspirations simply won’t be fulfilled. The solution is to make the best of what you have, rather than continuing to dream about what you might be capable of. It is a very different place from the sense of crisis that can come with entering the Third Life. It is a period that often throws up some challenging self-reflection. It necessarily has to involve changing who you are, having already achieved (or settled for) your assets and status. It is not going to be just about you, but also about the community in which you participate: it will mean redefining your role in your work community and exploring new roles in other communities. Moving to the position of ‘work elder’ might postpone the change – but, one day, having to accept the situation is likely to become inevitable.


Work can seem straightforward because it is so familiar, but many may not have considered what it has shielded them from. For some, work has provided an escape from the intimacy of domestic relationships, which can now seem threatening. For others, it may have prevented the development of a broader hinterland of friendships and hobbies, which now have to be discovered.


The problem with a life built on achievement is that the alternative may feel like failure, and so to change course feels an impossibility. But status and achievement can be separated: worldly success and successful relationships are very different. In addition, work has, for some, served as a formal escape from engaging in the domestic routines of day-to-day living, so that a life without work can feel daunting. If one has built up an enviable status at work, then one can easily assume its loss will provoke denigration and feelings of humiliation, exposing the fact that being dependent on the opinions of others is a fragile ship to sail in.


The psychologist William Bridges makes a distinction between change and transition: things change, but people transition. By this, he meant that a mechanical model of simply replacing one thing with another, like deleting an app and installing a new one, is a very long way from accurately describing what happens in human beings, or indeed animals in general. We need time to explore and investigate the new, then return to the familiar, like a child to its mother, before venturing out again, only gradually feeling that the new something is safe enough to commit to. He distinguished three phases of transition – first letting go, then being in the zone of uncertainty, and finally new beginnings.1 This book takes a deeper dive into these phases with the creation of the eight-stage transition process in order to help the reader identify where they are in the journey, and how to make the process a more productive one.


We hope that this book will serve as a guide for managing successful transitions during this age of anxiety and longer lives. It will provide insight and advice to help you successfully confront issues and make better decisions, while taking account of your individual, domestic and professional make-up. It will provide the tools and understanding to help you find your transition mindset and create a roadmap to plan what might be waiting ahead.


Both of us have seen many people make transitions in their work and home lives, and we have also experienced this same disruption ourselves. Our goal and purpose in writing this book is to provide a much-needed route map for helping you to change gear and create your own ‘transition mindset’, enabling you to make the most of the huge gift of maybe twenty extra years between giving up full-time, full-on work and the inevitable slowing down that comes in the fourth phase of life. In the past, retirement was more synonymous with slowing down, and all too often illness and death, as life expectancy was shorter. Changing Gear recognises the possibilities of a Third Life, and how to make it just as fulfilling as the second phase – if not more so.









1


Approaching a
gear change
– everyone is
different
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Changes occur all the time. They can be identifiable and dramatic, or they can emerge imperceptibly, creeping up on you until one day you realise your foundations are less solid than you imagined. Whatever the trigger, your response will shape your future.


Before we look at how to manage your own transition process successfully, we are going to explore a number of different scenarios for how people might begin to experience their change of gear. In this chapter, through individual stories presented with a psychologist’s perspective on each, we show what might trigger the desire or need for a change of gear, and explore what some of the psychological drivers might be.


No two life stories and no two people are the same, and although no one else’s story is likely to exactly match yours, we hope that there will be some element of relevance for everyone.


We hope this will help to open up your own thinking about the process you will need to go through to change your gear and find what will work best for you for the next stage of your life.
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Handing over the reins


Our first scenario looks at Daniel, who made the decision to step down from being CEO, but found it less straightforward than he anticipated.


Letting go has never been easy. As Shakespeare reminds us in Richard II, when the king hands over his crown to Boling-broke: ‘You may my glories and my state depose but not my griefs; still am I king of those.’ As a leader, you may relinquish your power and position, but your griefs and emotions are not transferable. Your emotional life stays with you and can, if not attended to, wreak havoc.


When planning for your succession, the psychological impact of the change is easy to ignore. As with death, people tend to focus on the practical arrangements (financial planning, communications, etc.). This is necessary and understandable. Equally important for a successful transfer of power, though, are the ‘softer’ issues relating to your own identity: coming to terms with a loss of status and the fact that you are replaceable and mortal. Inevitably, this leads to changes in your priorities and relationships. These so-called ‘soft issues’ become the ones that matter most.


Daniel’s story covers some of the issues that arise when a leader or founder finds themselves facing the end of their reign. Although some people are able to thrive as they hand over the reins and are genuinely able to move forwards into a new life, the vast majority find this transition more challenging than they anticipate. Our story describes how Daniel plans his own succession with a logical approach for both himself and his people. However, despite his impeccable logic, he finds his own emotions less easy to manage. While his head is saying one thing, his heart is experiencing another. Over time, Daniel charts a course to where his head was taking him and ultimately where his heart is happy to be.
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DANIEL’S STORY


The CEO of a high-profile business


Daniel came from a relatively humble background. He was the first person in his family to go to university and, although he acquired the trappings of a successful businessman, he remembered his roots. He was hard working, loyal and committed to his work.


When he was appointed to the top job in his company, he was over the moon to get the recognition he had always worked so hard to achieve. Over the eight years, he achieved significant success and was universally regarded as having done a great job. OK, he wasn’t perfect, and there were things he could have done or not done that might have made things even better, but on balance he had done pretty well!


As Daniel was nearing 60, he began to think about the next stage of his career. He assumed he would go on to become the chairman of a similarly successful company, as many of his peers had done.


The question was when to make the move. He loved being the CEO, but as he was approaching 60 and had had such a long run in the role, he felt that the pressure to hand over the reins would begin to grow. Daniel was also quite tired, but the role constantly provided stimulation and congratulations, so he pushed to one side the reality that he was becoming more tired than he would like to be.


His wife was pretty supportive, but regularly complained that he was not at home enough for her or his daughters and their much-loved family dog. Quite recently, she had said to him that she wanted them to spend more time together before they were too old to enjoy the fruits of the financial success he had achieved.


He loved his wife and children, but also loved how much work needed him. For quite some time now, it had been easier to jump to the demands of his job rather than try to balance his work and home life – and while at work he was a hero, at home, although he was not a zero, he certainly wasn’t top dog!


An honourable man who was basically comfortable in his own skin, he had been diligent in developing successors for his role. Although on paper there were several potential successors for the board to consider, Daniel had recognised two members of his top team whom he believed would be strong potential CEOs for the business. This made him feel he could make the decision to go with his head held high and with his legacy in good hands. This was hugely important to him.


Confident that things were in good shape, he talked to some trusted advisers and his wife and decided that he should begin the process of stepping down from his role as CEO. Then he talked to his board and briefed them on his views about who could best succeed him. They saw Daniel as a man in control who had made a calm, rational decision.


However, as soon as he had done so, Daniel realised that, somewhere deep inside, he had hoped they would say, ‘Please stay for another two years, we need you.’ (And two years seemed far enough away that the reality of leaving could be ignored for now!) Despite his taking the lead and his apparently clear decision, once he crossed the Rubicon, Daniel had a very serious wobble.


This was exacerbated by the fact that once he had shared his thinking, he suddenly found that others were beginning to drive the agenda of his leaving. He had absolutely made the decision to go himself, but suddenly he felt out of control and unwanted.


This did not bring out the best in him. Rather than stepping back graciously, he began to pick up the reins more tightly and impose his views on his top team, who at this stage suspected, but did not know of, his decision. It was not extreme behaviour on his part but it was unfortunate, as it made everyone uncomfortable and slightly marred his last period as CEO.


He did not know how to share with others what was happening to him, as he had been the one to make the decision and he felt exposing himself in this way would make him feel worse.


The real issue for him was that he could not envisage how his life would be – and indeed who he would be – without the trappings of his CEO role. Not only not doing the job itself, but not having the respect – and, in truth, power – that it bestowed upon him, as well as all the other benefits it brought in terms of access to other leaders and influencers, and all the perks that he enjoyed.


However, the die was cast and he found himself with no choice but to go. How could it be that he felt he was being pushed out when he had chosen to go? He felt terrified. Desperate not to face the future, Daniel asked to have a long handover period, which would not have been easy for anyone, least of all him. In fact, his chairman persuaded him not to wait too long because there were plans afoot in the company that meant it made sense for a new CEO to be in the driving seat sooner rather than later. Daniel could see this was true, and so his rational self came in to play and he agreed.


On the one hand, with the benefit of hindsight, he wished he had more carefully thought through how to talk to his chairman so that he could have managed the process better and had more control himself. But on the other hand, he could now see that it was never going to be at all easy, and in a way the momentum that developed once he made his intentions clear did mean that the agony was not more prolonged.


Happily for him, in time, the possibility of other work roles did emerge, and Daniel began to feel his old sense of worth returning. He was given lots of advice by all sorts of well-meaning people. This included the advice to take time out to think about what he really wanted to do next. It was not advice he liked, as he felt a huge urge to replace his CEO stature with another role that would keep him ‘safe’ in the business world. In the end, a chairman role that was a great fit for Daniel appeared just before he left his CEO position, but it was not due to start for six months. This meant Daniel was able to take some time out while still secure about his next steps in the business world. Importantly, it also meant he was able to spend some time taking a couple of long holidays with his wife as she had requested.


During this period, he began to enjoy having more time at home with his family and, on rare occasions, he even felt there were moments where he was top dog. However, he also discovered that his wife, while wanting to spend more time with him some of the time, did not want to spend more time with him all of the time!


At times, he was left at something of a loose end – a very unusual state of affairs for him. Finding himself under-occupied, Daniel rather tentatively reached out to old friends and, happily, he started to rediscover some hobbies and passions that had been rather neglected during his corporate existence. He even began to wonder why he had not valued spending time outside work more in the past few years.


By the time Daniel took up his new chairman role, a number of other offers had arrived at his door. While he was, in his own mind, embracing his new, more balanced life, he kept feeling that he should accept. The sense of being recognised for who he was in the corporate world proved just too alluring. Needless to say, this left his wife rather exasperated!
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A tale of reactions to the loss of power


A psychological perspective on Daniel’s story


The quotation from Richard II cited earlier tells us of the almost inevitable depression that follows the loss of power and position. However, as gifted a psychologist as Shakespeare was, he was writing well before our now greater understanding of unconscious processes. We now know that, when faced with grief and negative emotions, our psychological defence mechanisms can repress them into the unconscious. The result can be that we either no longer feel these undesirable (and now repressed) emotions. We see the other person as suffering the feelings of loss, and consequently needing us not to leave, rather than facing our own mixed feelings about our departure. This is also played out in James’s story (page 61), rather more tragically than in Daniel’s. Although he acknowledges the need to go, Daniel finds it hard to accept that he is no longer needed. We learn that he secretly hoped that the board would ask him to stay on for another two years, a period of time long enough to push any fears he had about the future into the long grass of eternity. At the root of this is a difficulty coming to terms with the inevitable feelings of emptiness that any loss produces, particularly in a man with a high need for control who has chosen a job where he is literally on top of things. It is said that a career in politics always ends in failure, meaning that, in the end, most heads of state are pushed out rather than departing gracefully. Daniel almost falls victim to this, but fortunately avoids it due to his rational self.


We learn that he is a person to whom recognition from others is a significant motivation. We also learn that he came from a humble background, so social recognition in wider society may well have played an important part in his desire for the job of CEO, and may be making it even harder to let go. There may be an unconscious fear that, without this social recognition, he would not amount to very much. While all loss entails a feeling of emptiness, how this emptiness is experienced differs between people.


Like all CEOs, Daniel is a man who seeks and enjoys power. Typically, such people dislike, and are relatively intolerant of, feelings of vulnerability and helplessness. They are often unable to recognise it in themselves and see it only in others, usually with disapproval. However, once Daniel had made his decision and announced it, he felt vulnerable and was helpless to reverse the decision. The loss of power in organisations is frequently dramatic in reality as well as in feelings. New coalitions develop without you. Once you have announced your departure from an organisation, power and influence rapidly drain away: the so-called ‘lame duck’ phenomenon (the literal meaning of which is a duck who is unable to keep up with the rest of the flock and therefore becomes vulnerable to predators). While Daniel’s colleagues seem to have been generally generous in their reactions, there are many organisations where this is not the case. As soon as someone announces their departure, others are eager for the benefits that are now up for grabs, and can show a cruel disregard for how this might feel to the person who is about to leave. It is not uncommon for an organisation to attempt to speed up the departure and want the whole process to be over quickly. The expression ‘to cross the Rubicon’ has its roots in a decision made by Julius Caesar in 49 BCE. When he accepted the role of governor of Gaul, he was required by the Senate to give up his power in Rome and, as a means of restricting his power, was expressly forbidden to bring his troops back to Italy. As he was about to cross the Rubicon river into Italy, Caesar reputedly said ‘Let the die be cast’.


Humans are prone to anthropomorphism, the childish projection of human agency on to non-human things: the belief, for example, that thunder is the result of the gods being angry. It is not something we ever fully grow beyond. When under stress, we all tend to regress to these sorts of more primitive ways of thinking and feeling. We are prone to the assumption that organisations are there to look after us like a parent, ignoring the fact that organisations are driven by the logic and mechanics of marketplace survival, with limited capacity for human feeling. Indeed, one of the tasks of good leadership is to mitigate organisations being overly focused on the personal ambitions and needs of the senior people within them.


Characteristically for people who find vulnerability and not being in control difficult, Daniel appears to find intimate personal relationships more challenging than relationships at work. In all close relationships, a dramatic change to one party’s life inevitably has repercussions for the other. This is why making plans for changing gear should always involve others: their lives will be affected as well as yours, and they need to be involved in decisions that will have consequences for them too.


Daniel is keen to have a good legacy. This is a term that is frequently used by those in positions of power, as if they could control what happens next and what their reputation will be, failing to realise that, although they can influence their reputation or legacy, it is not simply a matter of their choosing. Fairly or unfairly, Daniel’s ‘legacy’ will be something others – and history – will decide.


We learn that, once Daniel declared his intended departure, he did not step back graciously, but began to pick up the reins more tightly and to impose his views on others, making them feel uncomfortable, which slightly marred his last period as CEO. To let go with good grace is indeed a difficult thing to do. We learn that Daniel wondered who he would be without the trappings of his role (the word ‘trappings’ has its origins in a kind of cloth or ornament placed on a special horse). If Daniel was not to be the horse that pulled the cart, what was he to do? We can learn from Daniel’s observation that he wished he had managed the whole process better, and thereby achieved some control over or influence on events. Of course, this is easy to say and harder to achieve. It will usually mean reaching out to someone else – in Daniel’s case, probably his chairman – a difficult thing to do for somebody who is likely to take great pride in his autonomy and independence, and apparent lack of need for others.


The challenges of a transition as great as this normally require a period of time for reflection of at least six months, if not one to two years. It was perhaps fortunate that his new role as chairman was not immediately available, giving Daniel time to reflect. Frequently, it is impossible to reflect on what’s next until one has left a busy job. It is difficult to start thinking about a new relationship before the old one has come to an end, and to take action prematurely may mean taking on a new job that is not really quite the right fit. Happily for Daniel, it looks as though things will work out well for him even if the patterns in his marriage remain unaltered – some work on these will perhaps need to be done at a later stage.


Personal crisis


A personal trauma or tragedy may strike at any time, forcing you to take stock of your life and what matters to you most. Questions you may not have asked yourself since you set out on your career become central to planning your transition. What are your real priorities? What makes you fulfilled? What balance are you looking for between your working life and domestic life? How much do you need to live on? What are your hopes and fears for the next 20 years?


For most of us, the demands of our daily lives leave little room for introspection or reassessment. We stay focused on the goals, achievements and pressure of our professional lives. So when an event occurs out of the blue, such as a major illness or the loss of a partner, we are knocked off balance, unsure how best to respond.


Our story uses the example of a personal illness. Davinia was a full-on businesswoman who suddenly discovered she had an aggressive cancer, which required her to pull right back from her hectic work life. In her case, she had no choice about the actions she took, but having stepped back, she was able to take a different perspective on how she wanted to live her life after her recovery. Although having cancer can never be described as a gift, Davinia discovered there was a gift in the reappraisal her cancer demanded.


With the right approach to transition, what first appears as a setback can become a positive pivot providing a catalyst for a reinvented and happier life. Many people who have been through a transition of this kind ask themselves why they didn’t make the changes in their lives sooner.
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DAVINIA’S STORY


Successful entrepreneur and owner of a
consulting business


Davinia seemed to have had a gilded life. Born into a family of successful entrepreneurs, she had a secure and pretty privileged childhood.


Her parents, while not academic themselves, were very ambitious for her, so there was pressure on Davinia to succeed academically and be the kind of daughter that her parents could ‘show off’ to their friends. She excelled at school and university and, in time, built her own very successful business in the field of energy consulting.


She married but did not have children, and much of her life was her business. She loved being an entrepreneur and building her own business, and also relished the intellectual challenges it brought, as well as the limelight her success shone on her. She had one or two old girlfriends, but did not really let others in close or spend a great deal of time with family and friends. Her persona to the world was her role at work.


In her early fifties, Davinia started to feel her energy was failing. She thought this was the first signs of ‘old age’: not something that she would countenance happening to her. This meant action needed to be taken! She redoubled her efforts to get to the gym and embarked upon a diet, as she felt this would help combat the tiredness. She also started working even harder and pushing herself to do more to drive her business forwards. Looking back, her husband and her colleagues had had a sense that something was not right, but as she had not shared with anyone that she was feeling less than invincible, they simply watched her drive herself ever harder.


Then, one weekend, she felt she could not get out of bed. Unable to deny the need to seek medical help, Davinia went to see a doctor. Her symptoms did not point to a clear diagnosis and it took several months to reveal that she had a rare form of blood cancer.


During this time, Davinia tried to carry on as normal. She had no choice but to tell her assistant, as she needed her help to schedule her hospital appointments – and also to ensure no one else knew what was going on or where she was going. When it came to her husband, Davinia felt she had to tell him, but she played it down and did not share with him just how bad she felt or how worried she was. Both her assistant and her husband supported her as much as they could – and as much as she would let them, which was not a lot!


After her diagnosis, she had to accept that the treatment she needed would mean pulling right back from her work. Although the doctors were crystal clear about this, it still took her some time to get her head around the fact that this was for real. The doctors were insistent that her treatment needed to start straight away, and that she absolutely could not continue to work during this time. Never one to give in, she fought back and came to an agreement with her doctors that she could do some work, explaining to them that many people relied upon her. Her colleagues were shocked when they found out about her diagnosis, but it did explain why she had seemed to be a bit less effective in recent months. They were incredibly supportive, but Davinia still initially found it almost unbearable to let go and accept help. But there was no other choice – and, by now, she was feeling beyond tired.


The treatment was pretty brutal and, after the first few weeks, she had to face reality and accept that she really did need to stop working completely: partly because she had no energy at all, and partly because she had now realised that it was her best chance of getting better. But it had been a long, hard journey to get to this point of acceptance. Her colleagues were, of course, incredibly concerned for her and worried about how the business would manage without her, but they were also relieved that there was now some clarity, and that they could get on and do what needed to be done while Davinia was away.


The unspoken worry for everyone, including Davinia, of course, was that she might not recover.


Fortunately, this was a situation no one had to confront, as the treatment went well. After a few months, the doctors were confident she would make a full recovery. They said she could begin to work again, but, by this time, without the need for the doctors to have another tussle with her, Davinia had come to the painful realisation that she could not go back to her old ‘full-on’ life, where she was in control of her own agenda and that of her business. The doctors’ advice was to work part-time, but to make sure she had plenty of down time and always slept well.


So, after much struggling, Davinia had now accepted that her life would need to change. This meant working out how her life would now look, both at work and at home. Aware that she could not make this happen alone, she took a deep breath and, rather than just telling them what was going to happen, she consulted her husband, colleagues and clients, asking them what they thought might work best.


Now, she saw becoming ‘old’ not as something to run away from, but as a gift – as she now understood that the alternative really was unthinkable. The question was how to use this gift: this new, third phase of her life. When she stopped to reflect, she could see that many other people her age were struggling with the same question, but without having had the unavoidable ‘push’ that she had experienced. In a way, she felt that this, too, had been a gift: a very precious one.


In large part, her work colleagues were supportive, although a small number of them had enjoyed spreading their wings in Davinia’s absence and guarded, rather fiercely, their newly formed client relationships. They agreed she would work three-day weeks and take more regular holidays.


Davinia and her husband decided not only to take more regular holidays and long weekends away (something they had never done before as work had always ‘needed’ her too much), but also to take at least one month-long holiday each year so she could completely switch off and relax. Once they had agreed upon the plan, she was surprised to see just how excited she was about what her new life might bring.


Of course, she also had to consider the future of her business. This had always been at the back of her mind, but like many entrepreneurs, she had previously put off thinking about what would happen when she decided to stop. She had already given some of her top team shares, although as a private company controlled by her, this required relatively little risk. The risk had been not having a motivated top team. Now, she was sure what she wanted to achieve personally, so when she visited her accountants to discuss this, she was able to give them a clear brief. They came up with a number of options and, ultimately, Davinia created a scheme that would enable her to gradually hand over the shares at a more than fair price. This meant she would be able to cope financially and achieve her goal of sharing the load and stepping back.


Davinia sometimes misses the adrenaline and adoration that came with her previous life, but she has found a new rhythm and a new sense of calm. By working part-time, she is still able to enjoy the intellectual challenges of her consulting work, although she now has to be part of the team rather than leading all the teams. However, she feels that this brings its own new rewards.
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In weakness there is strength: achieving grace in changing gear


A psychological perspective on Davinia’s story


Children are created by parents – not just physically, but also psychologically, emotionally and cognitively. At least at the start of life, a baby is a powerful focus for parental wishes and needs. A child is brought into the world psychologically through the imagination of its parents, who have to imagine how it feels, what it wants and who it might become. Parental hope takes the form of various other imaginings: who might this baby turn into? What might they do with their life? This is a necessary and healthy part of parenting, as long as the parents can remember at least some of the time that this is simply what they imagine, and as such will be a projection of their own needs. To an extent, all children bear the burden of their parents’ needs for a certain sort of child. Often, this can take the form of ambitions that the parents have themselves not managed to achieve in their own lives – to be more successful, to achieve more, to be more musical, more athletic, or whatever. Again, this is quite normal: hopefulness about a child – and even idealisation, the feeling that one has the ‘best’ baby in the world – can be a necessary illusion. Likewise, small children naturally idealise their own parents, endowing them with godlike powers and abilities. Over time, however, parents are inevitably disappointing: they are neither heroes nor gods, which enables the child to take a more realistic view. If the child is to develop psychological independence and emotional maturity, both they and their parents need to move from this phase of idealisation and illusion through a process of disillusionment: of realising that love can be realistic, and satisfying rather than necessarily perfect. That a need for one’s child to be ‘the best’ or ‘the most successful’ may be a healthy aspiration, providing its achievement is not too essential or believed in too strongly. For healthy development, there needs to be a containing space into which the child can grow without the impediments and burdens of their parents’ idealistic needs. It is a common observation in the family therapy of wayward teenagers that, when some shocking incident is being discussed, close observation of one or other (or both) parents reveals an unacknowledged emotion of excitement at the young person’s ‘misdemeanours’. Unbeknown both to themselves and to their parents, the young person is acting out their parents’ wishes to challenge social or family norms. To an extent, this is the normal role of all teenagers throughout history, and is a consequence of a healthy need to find their own identity rather than the one created for them by their parents or society.


We learn that Davinia’s parents were ambitious for her and had a strong need for Davinia to be a successful student, one whom they might have enjoyed ‘showing off’ to their friends. This may have produced a blurring in Davinia’s mind as to what her parents’ needs were and what would make them happy, versus what her own sense of herself was, and what she wanted to do with her life.


A child’s response to powerful parental needs about who they should be and how they should behave can produce either rebellion or conformity. It would seem Davinia took the latter route, as, indeed, many ‘high achievers’ do. However, this conformity came at a price. Her parents’ need for her to be successful may have led to her cutting herself off from her own needs: for intimacy, to express vulnerability, to look after herself as well as others.


Generally, we have at least two selves: a private self, which we only show to friends and family, and a public self, which we express more widely, and especially in the workplace. Parents are commonly surprised and impressed by ‘how grown-up they are’ when they see their child in a public setting. We need to keep these two selves in some kind of balance in order to lead a balanced life, but, inevitably, where aspirations such as the need to achieve are high, the risk is that the public self gains ascendance over the private self. The private life and personal needs take second place to the potentially infinite demands of the workplace and career. This generally happens slowly, and largely unconsciously, so that the person themselves becomes confused between their more personal needs and their ambitions at work. Indeed, a high need for achievement, with large amounts of energy being devoted to work and career development, can be more easily satisfied than the complex needs of deep personal relationships, where messy emotions and loyalties have to be navigated. It is easier to sink one’s major efforts into one’s career, where success and failure are easily measured and very concretely rewarded. This is a source of work addiction for some: the temporary biochemical hit and adrenaline rush of the high-speed workplace develops into an ever-increasing desire for more satisfaction.


Davinia’s idea of herself, her identity, would seem to have been heavily influenced by her work. A fear of vulnerability made her avoid the realities of her increasingly weakening physical condition. She ‘protected’ her husband from the facts until they were incontrovertible. She was reluctant to let her friends and husband support her, and she fought with her doctors rather than following their advice. Only when too weak to go on was she able to relinquish this form of defence against the reality of her condition. Most successful professionals who get satisfaction from being the strong, helpful one would share Davinia’s problem.


Knowing the difference between bearable and unbearable levels of stress is a necessary condition for thriving in challenging professions. Davinia, very characteristically for someone with her personality structure, failed to pay attention to the weakest potential link in any business: what happens when the boss gets ill? There seems to have been no succession plan in place to cope with such an eventuality. This probably led to an overextended denial of her physical condition, not only by Davinia, but also by her colleagues when the evidence of her illness must have been there for all to see. Her high need for achievement made her continue to work even though she was unwell, and at the risk of making herself more so.


However, Davinia’s saner self was eventually able to take charge and take better account of the reality. Her shift from a fear of becoming ‘old’ (perhaps, at an unconscious level, a desire not to fail her parents’ need for her to always be ‘successful’ and ‘strong’) to seeing her illness and weakened condition as a gift is a moving one. Many civilisations share tales of wisdom about how apparent weakness and vulnerability is in fact a source of strength and vitality, and that to deny inevitable vulnerabilities can lead to tragic consequences.


Davinia’s illness provided an unexpected but ultimately welcomed ‘push’ towards recognising that she had now changed gear, which many of her friends still seemed to be avoiding. It seems also to have spurred a new generosity in her, as she created schemes for a greater share of the value generated by the business among her employees. True gratitude requires acknowledging our dependence on and need for others. Davinia is able to acknowledge loss in her recognition of how much she misses the excitement, adrenaline and adoration that came with her previous life. Becoming more mindful of herself, her physical vulnerability and the need for relationships with others, including her husband, enabled her to take better care of herself and others. She appears to have been gifted a sense of grace in her third phase of life, and may potentially find it even more satisfactory than her second or first phases.


A slowly dawning reality


For many approaching a transition, there is no big moment when life seems to change or major decisions arise. Quite often, there are many very faint signals and tiny changes, which, together, create a growing feeling of the need for change or of a change approaching. For some individuals, this can give a sense of optimism that there is potential for something new and different ahead, whereas for others it can start to feel quite daunting, or as if the world is somehow leaving you behind.


Together, these imperceptible changes add up to a slowly dawning reality that life is not how you planned it – and, for many, this life change will seem to be very different to that experienced by previous generations.


Accepting that change is happening, or will happen, may be a gradual process but, at some point, a re-evaluation cannot be avoided without causing discontent or unhappiness.


Emily’s story is one of a hugely committed and successful charity CEO who controls her own destiny in terms of moving towards change. However, having moved forwards, it is then not possible for her to control the events that this move catalyses. With a sense of purpose – and, at times, a gritting of her teeth – Emily does continue on her path and is able to remain sufficiently insightful on her journey, taking herself to a new place and identifying the new possibilities she believes could be there for her. Despite this, her journey was not all smooth or uneventful.
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EMILY’S STORY


the CEO of a children’s mental health charity


Emily grew up in a family for whom public service was a given. Her father was a GP and her mother a primary school teacher. She was a clever and driven child who was able to have her pick of universities and, when the time came, of jobs. A job without social purpose had never been on her list.


She had a successful career in the civil service and met her partner at work. In time, they had two wonderful children. Everyone, including Emily, felt her dreams had come true. So far, life had dealt her a very kind hand and there was no reason to believe things would change.


But things did begin to change for Emily after her youngest child was diagnosed with learning difficulties. She felt she needed to be at home for him more, and so decided to leave her secure and relatively well-paid job. She was instantly given consulting work by those who had seen her operating at work, and initially it seemed a good compromise.


However, her child began to struggle more and more at his local school, and Emily felt powerless to help him. So, when the school suggested a specialist boarding school would be best for their child, Emily and her partner reluctantly agreed.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		About the Book



		Dedication



		Introduction: Changing gear



		Who this book is for



		Stages of life



		Leaving the second stage of life



		Entering the third stage of life









		1: Approaching a gear change – everyone is different



		Handing over the reins



		Personal crisis



		A slowly dawning reality



		Full-time to less time



		When the choice is made for you



		Public humiliation



		Wilful blindness



		Letting life take its course



		Embracing your true self



		Accepting the need to stop



		Caring too much and losing yourself



		When work is life and life is work









		2: The challenges in changing gear



		The rider and the elephant



		Why is change so difficult?



		The Transition Process



		Work as a holding environment



		Self and self-renewal



		Exploring, experimenting and playing



		Making a change that sticks









		3: The paradoxes of career success



		The Paradox of Knowledge: the fear of ignorance



		The Paradox of Excellence: the fear of incompetence



		The Paradox of Busy-ness: the fear of stillness



		The Paradox of Indispensability: the fear of irrelevance



		The Paradox of Invulnerability: the fear of weakness



		The Paradox of Perfectionism: the fear of mistakes



		The Paradox of Control: the fear of helplessness



		The Paradox of Power: the fear of powerlessness



		The Paradox of Confidence: the fear of ineffectiveness



		The Paradox of Expectation: impostor syndrome









		4: Letting go – acknowledging loss and mourning



		Loss triggers grief and mourning



		Accepting a sense of unfinished business









		5: Strategies for flourishing in your new gear



		Happiness and flourishing



		Being in flow



		Needs and motivations



		Living with a sense of purpose and values









		6: The Eight-step Transition Process – how to find your new self



		Developing a transition mindset



		Understanding the Eight-step Transition Process



		Awareness of your situation



		Step one: Losing your balance



		Step two: Taking stock



		Alternatives for your future



		Step three: Being open to the new



		Step four: Time to try out some new things



		Actions for your progress



		Step five: Letting go and endings



		Step six: Becoming your new self



		Assessing your situation



		Step seven: Enjoying a new sense of poise and balance



		Step eight: Reviewing your progress









		7: A toolkit for changing gear – exercises for you to do



		Things to help you in each step of the transition process



		The lifeline exercise



		Life and career review









		8: The practicalities – managing the realistic consequences



		In conclusion



		Acknowledgements



		Further reading



		References



		A note on the authors













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Jan Hall and Jon Stokes

Changing Gear

Creating the Life You Want
After a Full-On Career

DQQ





OEBPS/images/cmn.jpg
3

I
o
o0

(04





OEBPS/images/9781472277015_FC.jpg
Changin
Gegr .

Creating the Life
You Want After a
Full-On Career

Jan Hall & Jon Stokes





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





OEBPS/images/31.jpg





