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To everyone who has ever had a bad day at work. I’ve got you.


Introduction

Seventy-nine per cent of us are in the wrong job. If you have been feeling anywhere from mildly dissatisfied (60 per cent of us) through to deeply unhappy at work (19 per cent), or have had periods throughout your career where you have felt lost or have struggled, you are not alone. A Gallup survey of the global workforce1 found that only 21 per cent of us feel engaged in our work. Let that sink in. You and four of your friends are having dinner together and only one of you around the table is in the right job.

Simple probability means that 79 per cent of us cannot just be unlucky. We cannot have fallen into the wrong job and become disengaged by chance. It suggests that we are set up to fail. It tells us that we are somehow doing work wrong. It suggests that the very framework of how we approach our work is broken. The whole system needs to be reworked.

We’ve never learned how to work well

While almost all of us will have to work, no one has ever taught us how to work. No one ever sat down with us and told us how to be happy and healthy in the workplace. How to get our needs met. How to support ourselves, and others, as we navigate the complexities of work. Doesn’t it seem odd to you that something that is so unavoidably fundamental to our human experience is never truly explored?

We’re not taught how to work in school. We’re taught to pass exams to get a good job, but there is no discussion as to what a ‘good’ job means. We don’t examine what a good job may look like for us as an individual. We grow up with vague ideas and notions around salary, status and possible career pathways, with no real understanding of where we fit into that picture.

I’m a clinical psychologist by background and a neuropsychologist by specialism. I’ve worked in mental health for two decades, and I left the UK’s National Health Service (NHS) to work as a health and wellbeing consultant in 2013. Working in this area hasn’t been easy. Health and safety advisors are everywhere, and so you could be forgiven for thinking that I had a ready-made tribe of people willing to support my mission to make the workplace a healthier space. However, the reality is that when it comes to health and safety, the health is whispered and the SAFETY is shouted.

I realized that no one really cares if employees are healthy or not: as long as the company is meeting basic safety regulations, it is considered a job well done. I decided this wasn’t good enough. The typical health and safety metrics needed expanding to support the evolving workplace. I developed metrics that ensured people were able to be, and work, well.

You’ll often see the acronym HSE in the workplace. If discussing the function, then that’s ‘health, safety and environment’. If describing a job title, then that’s ‘health and safety executive’. I wanted an acronym that put employees at the centre of the workplace, and so I adapted these well-known short hands to create my own: HHSE. Happy. Healthy. Safe. Engaged. My tagline for workplace wellbeing, and my career, was born. Happy, healthy, safe and engaged are the true markers of working well. These are the fundamentals of our working lives, and should be a constant in our careers.


Why happy, healthy, safe and engaged?

Being happy, healthy, safe and engaged is an integrative approach. It brings you, your health and your happiness into the centre of your work, regardless of your role. You are no longer battling your work, exhausted from a juggling act. It’s an approach that gives you energy, rather than depletes it. Yes, you’ll have challenging days, but within a context that energizes, encourages and invigorates you. Instead of expending your energy at work, you will be recharging it. This is regardless of, maybe even in spite of, the job you do.

Work has become an all-consuming identifier. We’re not achieving work–life balance, a concept we strive for, but ultimately fail at. We cannot carve our hours up into a neat pie chart, where one aspect of living does not cross over or impact another. Yet we pit our work and our life against each other. Work is something we do; life is something we crave. It’s just not working well.

We push ourselves to progress, then need to recover from burnout. We take annual leave to escape. We collapse on the sofa and abandon passion projects in favour of numbing ourselves with our addiction of choice, be it alcohol, food or TV boxsets, simply to block out the working day. We squeeze more and more into our own time and put increasing pressure on ourselves to improve our wellbeing. We never consider that the one place we attend every day could be the same place to fuel us. The place we spend a third of our life. Our workplace. We don’t have to pit work against life; instead work can support all aspects of our lives. We just need to know how.

HHSE is the fuel for your engine. It is proactive and not reactive. You wouldn’t complete a long car journey and wait until the end to fill your car with fuel. Instead, you recognize that you need the fuel in order to complete your journey. The same is true of your career. You cannot work flat out for years and then shift your attention to your wellbeing. Being happy, healthy, safe and engaged is not something you need to wait until retirement to achieve. By reworking how we work, we can ensure our HHSE is supported and promoted throughout our career.

People often talk about happier employees in terms of the positive impact on a business, citing that happier employees are more productive employees and that increased wellbeing creates a huge boost for business. There is no denying this, and the research supports this time and again. However, this book isn’t about work, it is about you. When you are happy, healthy, safe and engaged, you can give work the right amount of energy and time and not feel a clash with your home life. A seamless flow of supportive energy will exist between work and home. There will be no ‘repair’ needed because work won’t harm you in the first place. You can take holidays for a love of travel, not a need to escape. Leveraging the skills of HHSE allows you to make work work for you. Work will be your charging pad, supporting and boosting every element of your wellbeing.

HHSE means you can sit alongside yourself as an ally, rather than battle the ‘work you’ who is tired. Even if you are in a job that you are completely dispassionate about, you’ll see positive benefits of reworking it to be more HHSE. The tools learned will empower you to make good decisions for your future, have skills to support yourself through every career, and build your confidence. You don’t need the perfect job to be happy. You need the four pillars of happy, healthy, safe and engaged.

As Annie Dillard says in her book The Writing Life, ‘How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.’2 Doesn’t it make sense to spend them happy, healthy, safe and engaged?

This isn’t a book about positive thinking or making the best of a bad situation. As a consultant, I work with companies to ensure employees meet the four foundational underpinnings of good work. If they don’t, then I use neuroscience, psychology and evidence-based best practice to get them to that place. These are the tools I will be sharing in this book. You will learn how to have your best day at work ever, regardless of the job you are in, or the salary you earn. I am going to teach you to bring your wellness into the centre of your career. Prepare to work, well.


‘This is Steph. She does the hand-holding’

Welcome to my early career in workplace wellbeing. The above quotation was how I was introduced to the board of directors within an NHS Trust, part of the UK’s healthcare system. I had just successfully completed a pilot study which hypothesized that, if you took better care of doctors and nurses, then patients would be discharged from hospital more quickly, be healthier and be less likely to need readmission (spoiler alert: it works). This was a turning point in my career.

What had begun as a side project, alongside my full-time clinical psychologist role, had me gripped. Having always worked on a one-to-one basis in therapy, or through delivering interventions to very small groups, here I had witnessed the incredibly positive impact that some straightforward workplace wellbeing initiatives had on hundreds of people. Not only that, but I saw sustained, continuous improvement, which was still present at a six-month follow-up. I became almost evangelical about the amazing impact being happier and healthier at work could have, both on individuals and those around them. As I replicated these results again and again, across different teams and different Trusts, I couldn’t understand why everyone wasn’t talking about this. I became determined to share the information so that everyone could benefit. As I have already stated, most of us, out of financial necessity, have to work. Doesn’t it make sense for us to also work well?

As you can see from the rather derogatory introduction I was given, not everyone was quite so enthusiastic. In fact, at that point in time, staff wellbeing was not valued very highly at all. When I first started talking to people, health and wellbeing was openly mocked in the workplace, even in a healthcare setting, often being referred to as the ‘pink and fluffy stuff’. I was told that ‘people aren’t at work to have fun’, and I experienced cuts to, if not total withdrawal of, my budget as soon as companies had ‘ticked the box’ and then promptly lost interest. Those times proved crucial in developing what truly works. When the money stopped, I had to get creative and found that I could positively impact individuals, companies and entire industries using no-cost or low-cost techniques. Now, I want to share these with you.

Working in this field has felt as though I watched an amazing boxset ten years ago and only in the last few years have others caught up and started chatting animatedly about it. I’m so delighted to see the conversation grow, and now it is rare that a company doesn’t consider its employees’ wellbeing to some degree, whether that’s solely through a production and profit lens, or because they truly care and feel a moral obligation to support their staff.

Although it has been amazing to see the conversation increase, in among the volume is a lot of unhelpful noise. Wellbeing at work for so long has been confused with lettuce in the canteen and yoga on the lawn, neither of which constitutes a wellbeing strategy. Of course, there are huge benefits to healthy eating and exercise at work, but all the subsidized salad in the world cannot force an individual who isn’t engaged in their job to become happier in the workplace. Also, when it comes to wellbeing, one size most definitely does not fit all. It’s all very well offering yoga, but if your shop floor set-up means that people are penalized for stopping production, then when are they expected to attend? It is our approach to workplace wellness that needs to be more flexible, not employees.


The unspoken privilege of wellbeing

The shift following the global coronavirus pandemic has, at last, put the employment market in the hands of employees. Companies are having to compete to attract and retain talent, and employees are looking industries in the eye and saying: ‘Paying my salary is no longer enough – what else can you offer me?’ This is leading to more conversations than ever about employee wellbeing, but is also highlighting an unspoken privilege in the workplace. For too long, wellness at work has been the reserve of those fortunate enough to have roles where they have flexibility, control and autonomy.

However, the conversation gets very quiet when we start to talk about the shop floor, the frontline workers, those on trade union-mandated shift patterns. What about those who don’t work a 9–5 and don’t have an office laptop or phone? What message are we sending about work? Are we satisfied that it’s possible to be happy and healthy in work as long as you can work from home?

I attended a conference recently which highlighted why companies cannot create one-size solutions and expect success in improving wellbeing for all employees. A head of human resources presented an initiative she had been running in her company, where the company encouraged its senior leaders to share experiences of collecting their children from school. The idea was to highlight the emphasis on wellbeing and making the working day flexible, and it was met with a lot of admiration.

At the time I was working for a manufacturing company, and I thought of all the people I worked with who would love to spend more time with their kids, but who had no option to break their shift pattern to do so. How much they would have enjoyed taking an hour out of their working day to do the school pick-up and share more of the moments that they typically miss out on. No one was talking about their wellbeing. No one was addressing how we can support them in the workplace. The rising inequality in our workplaces is becoming clearer and it needs addressing. This presentation was a great example of positive intent but a lack of inclusivity. There is privilege in wellbeing, and only by taking control of our own wellbeing can we overcome the divide.


Surely my wellbeing at work is my company’s responsibility?

I have had the privilege to work across many different industries and organizations ranging from the finance sector, through to Premier League football clubs, through to the atomic weapons business, and throughout them all, I’ve noticed patterns. Companies across the board are showing an increased interest in the health and wellbeing of their employees. It is an issue that is becoming harder to ignore, as employees themselves are coming to the table with an interest in their wellbeing at work, and asking questions when that appears compromised. I rarely meet a company director these days who doesn’t have some sort of objective around workforce wellbeing.

However, while both employers and employees want positive and healthy experiences, no one really seems to know what to do. Because companies don’t know what approach to take, they throw money around and hope it’s doing something. When no tangible difference is felt, companies shrug and say to their employees, ‘Well, I did my bit, over to you.’ The simple truth is: you are the biggest expert in your own wellness. You will spend your lifetime learning what sets you alight, what sparks joy, what gets you out of bed with a spring in your step. The experience of wellness is too personal and subjective to be handed over to an external entity that has never walked a step in your shoes.

We look to work to solve issues that are within our gift to resolve and which work simply cannot. Not every role can adapt to provide a solution, and so we need to take more control. We have to do the work on our own wellbeing, and if we do, then we will gain time, energy, focus, drive, ambition and, much more importantly, the health, happiness, safety and engagement that we deserve, yet are missing out on.

Wellbeing approaches need to be personalized, and they need to be accommodating. Sometimes what we need from different people at different times can change on a daily basis. We cannot expect a company to be able to cover every aspect of our wellbeing and support us to an adequate degree. We need to utilize our own expertise in our own wellness. It needs to be a joint endeavour between you and your work. While your company may have some stake in your wellbeing, the buck stops with you. If work isn’t making you happy, then you need the tools to be happy in work. This is why it is so essential that we don’t leave workplace wellbeing in the hands of organizations. We need to have a greater understanding of how to work and how to engage in our roles, in a way that puts our HHSE needs first. Don’t wait for work to improve your wellbeing. Use the techniques outlined in this book and enjoy the improvements to your wellbeing in work.


But if I’m unhappy at work, shouldn’t I just quit?

Maybe. But know this: quitting is a reaction, not a solution. There are good reasons why I don’t advocate simply quitting even when work sucks. Quitting won’t solve anything if we don’t first make the fundamental changes needed to become happy, healthy, safe and engaged at work. As we will explore, quitting can actually exacerbate and strengthen unhealthy work patterns, and we need to do the work before we leave our role. Much like leaving one terrible relationship in the hope that the next one will save us, quitting a job where we are unhappy won’t automatically mean we will be any happier in the next one. There is work to be done before we quit.

This book is not designed to teach you to see rainbows where there are only storm clouds. I absolutely appreciate that sometimes within a role there are seemingly no redeeming features and you want to leave. However, believe me when I say you can’t quit while there is still so much work to be done. The work needed to ensure that you have your best day at work, every day. It is possible for you to feel happy and healthy in the workplace, although it may have been some time since you felt either. That isn’t your fault. No one has ever taught you how to be at the centre of your work, your career, how to get the most out of your role, and how to truly be happy, healthy, safe and engaged in the workplace. Until now.

So no, I’m not going to encourage you to pack it all in and jump ship. Nor am I going to suggest you should turn your side-hustle into a hugely successful business alongside your already demanding (yet likely disengaging) job. Frankly, I am sick to death of the ‘love it or leave it’ oversimplified insta-wisdom about workplace wellness. If you have bills to pay, and food to put on the table, then you simply do not have the luxury of giving up work and following your dream. You may not even have the luxury of dreaming, and such advice is irritating and patronizing at best. Having to work means you need the fundamentals to support your wellbeing in the workplace. Once you have that established, then you can make great decisions about your future.

Happy, healthy, safe and engaged is more than a strapline for me, it is a passion. I live and breathe it. I firmly believe that we can and we should be happy and healthy at work, and that this is possible in any role. Working full-time means we will clock up an average 81,396 hours at work in our lifetime.3 Let’s spend them well.


1

Rethinking Work

Pretty much everything we’ve ever been told, or sold, about work is wrong. This sounds extreme, but there are so many myths around work which continually confuse and challenge us and, crucially, lead us to feel that we are doing it wrong. After all, why don’t we have our dream job yet? Why aren’t we being promoted? Why aren’t we CEO already? If we are all these things, then why aren’t we happy?

The notions of work, what work can do for us, and how we approach work are confusing and continually fuelled by false claims, memes and myths. Much of what we are told is refracted through someone else’s experience, beliefs and perceptions, which makes the advice impossible to replicate, because it is not related to our own situation. One individual’s idea of a perfect job is not going to be perfect for all.

Myth-busting in this space is important because the more false information we have about work, the more we believe we are doing it wrong and then blame ourselves for things going awry. When we accept the myths, we judge ourselves by impossible standards and markers, none of which has a place in the modern workplace. The myths that we are told can block our path to being HHSE at work, and we need to unpick these beliefs so they stop getting in our way. So, let’s bust a few myths and alleviate some pressure and guilt so we have the headspace and energy to focus on what actually matters: working, well.

Myth 1: If you do what you love, you’ll never work a day in your life – Marc Anthony

This is the biggest myth that exists in the modern workplace, yet it is an idea that we insist on repeating, sharing and advocating as true workplace wellness. This simply Is. Not. True. You WILL work, even if you absolutely adore your job. In fact, you are likely to work harder and put in more hours if you love the work that you do.1 The notion that, somehow, we will never feel as though we are working hard if we do something we love is preposterous.


Meet Casey

Oh my word, yes I love my job. I always wanted to be a professional potter, but it is exhausting! I create in the morning from 5 a.m. onwards, but I definitely don’t leap out of bed. I set an alarm, swear and grumble as I stick the kettle on bleary-eyed and question what I am doing roughly once every minute of that first hour. Then there is all the work that comes around the creativity. Maintaining websites, marketing, promoting. Even the creativity. Although mostly I love it, I have to constantly battle inner criticism and resist the temptation to smash my work at the end of the day. I feel doubt and worry that it is not good enough. Every day is hard work, but I do believe that the work is worth it. I like the process and the outcome enough to want to persevere. I do look at other jobs sometimes and think ‘that would be easier/less stressful’ but it wouldn’t be this, and I absolutely believe this is what I would rather be doing with my time. So yes, I love my job but I definitely do the damn work!



The notion of ‘never working a day’ speaks to the idea that we accept that work has to feel like drudgery unless we find our perfect job, where somehow we will be in such a state of bliss that we won’t even notice the work.

A more realistic view of work means a more attainable view of work and therefore one that is more encouraging and motivating. Let’s accept that work will be work. We will have pockets of work that we love, and pockets of work that we don’t. What we want to focus on is how happy, healthy, safe and engaged each of these pockets makes us feel. This is where we should put our focus and energy, not in some unrealistic notion of a workplace nirvana. If you find that you are still very much working day to day and have never had the experience of feeling as though going to work is a holiday, then that’s OK. It feels like work because it is work.

Myth 2: Everyone else knows what they want to be when they grow up

Working with 16–18-year-olds, I found that one of their biggest stresses was not knowing what they wanted to do next. They would often cite friends and peers who knew exactly what they wanted to do next, which course they were going to study, and what steps were next for them, and they felt they were failing by not knowing what direction they themselves wanted to take.

Our brains hate uncertainty and crave knowing what is next and what the plan is, which makes the decision points in life really stressful and anxiety-provoking. Sometimes our brains are more comfortable with a rubbish plan than with having no plan at all.

We leave academic environments with very little experience of autonomy and are suddenly given free rein. Go where you want to go, do what you want to do, be who you want to be. These are challenging concepts for individuals who have never had the freedom to explore these ideas, and may even have spent their academic career having their individuality squashed and oppressed. No wonder we can be confused from a young age. Ironically, once we make the decision about our future, the doubt and uncertainty don’t stop there.

When I worked in a university, the biggest cause of anxiety I saw in students was fear that they had made the wrong choice. This was particularly evident once tuition fees were increased and the average UK student (paying the highest tuition fees in the world2) became mindful that they were accruing in the region of £45,000 of student debt. The fear that they were studying the wrong course or moving into the wrong career, and gaining a large debt to show for it, was crippling. No wonder they were anxious. Only 21 per cent of college graduates use most or all of their education in their work/career.3

Even if we make a choice we like, the average worker will change jobs 12 times across their lifetime.4 If we assume a rough average of 50 years spent in the workplace, then this equates to changing jobs roughly every four years. Ninety-one per cent of millennials expect to change jobs every three years, and the average employee will change their career entirely at least five times.5

So, no. Not everyone knows what they want to be or do when they grow up. Even if they do, this will change as they move through their career. As I type this, 70 per cent of the global workforce is actively looking for a change in career. How liberating to realize that we are supposed to doubt and can use that as curiosity to explore, progress, move, discover and uncover who we can be, at different points, in different jobs. We aren’t meant to be career monogamists, and if you don’t know what your one career is supposed to be, then that’s because you have several careers to explore ahead of you.

Myth 3: My work defines me

This weird belief is reinforced socially when, on being introduced to new people, inevitably the question ‘What do you do?’ will be asked, and people never mean ‘for fun’.

This is a real indictment of society. We ask people how they spend their working day, almost as though there is an assumption that they don’t do anything else. The fun, interesting and exciting parts of someone almost always lie in what they do outside work, what they choose to do, what their hobbies are. OK, so you’re a lawyer, but who are you actually?

Believing work defines us makes everything about our career a little bit more challenging. When we invest too much of our identity in our work, we are left vulnerable if that situation changes, especially if unexpectedly, through redundancy or business closure for example. Also, it can lead to biased and assumptive conclusions about us as a person. When people hear I am a psychologist, they make many assumptions about my personality, my relationship, my family and so on. Some of these assumptions can be amusing, some can be infuriating, almost none is true.

It is important to see that work is something we do, not who we are. A profession is not a personality.6

Myth 4: I’m not good at certain jobs

We get very fixed ideas about what we can and can’t do for work, a habit which is instilled from our earliest years in education onwards. In school we are assessed, measured and reviewed, and then the feedback we receive tells us whether we are ‘good’ at certain subjects.

None of these assessments is designed to do anything more than capture a snapshot of ability at a point in time. They don’t take into account our ability to learn, our focus, our ambition or our actual overall ability. This is problematic when, in the UK, we are guided to use this feedback to inform our subject choices between the ages of 12–14 years old,7 which in turn guides our higher education choices and later our earliest careers. How crazy is that? We are being guided towards what we should embark on for the rest of our lives, based upon which subjects we are ‘good at’ in our earliest teenage years. Would you let 13-year-old you make any other decisions and expect to live with them for ever? It doesn’t make sense.

Many mock the idea of ‘a job for life’ as an old-fashioned extreme with no place in the modern workforce, but our view of education could be seen as even more antiquated. Why do we assume that something we were good at when we were 11 is going to provide a great source of aptitude when we are 21 or 51 years old?

Being told we are good or not good at a subject in our formative years can be very damaging. I have worked with many adults who don’t run their own business, despite wanting to, because they were told they were no good at maths, the upshot being they don’t believe they could manage the financial side of running their own business. Individuals who are told they are not creative never pick up a paintbrush or learn the joy of expressing themselves simply because their younger selves believed the adult who told them so. We may assume we are not creative because we weren’t good at art, but we might be an excellent problem-solver, a skill which requires high-level creative thinking. We need to stop limiting ourselves based on our experiences at school. They don’t apply here.

There are very real barriers to progression and acceptance into certain roles, without us limiting ourselves through misinformed and outdated beliefs. The World Bank cites 104 economies with labour laws that restrict the type of jobs women can undertake, and when and where they are permitted to work. It estimates that this affects the employment choices of 2.7 billion women.8 However we identify, we need to make sure our own beliefs are not a further limiting barrier, adding to the external complications of the workforce. We can absolutely be ‘good’ at whatever job we set our minds to, but we have to have faith in ourselves, and we need to understand a little bit more about our brains to overcome this doubt.

Myth 5: I’m not wired to do certain jobs

Following on from myth 4, that we are not good at certain jobs, many adults believe that their brain is wired to work a certain way. We used to hold a belief that our brains were done developing by the time we reached adulthood and so who we were and who we could be were already determined. This isn’t true, but has been further fuelled by ideas in popular culture which suggest we are either left-brain or right-brain people. The assumption here is that people who use the right-brain more are more creative, thoughtful and subjective, whereas left-brain people are more logical, detail-oriented and analytical. However, research has repeatedly shown that this simply isn’t how our brains work. While there are absolutely some different abilities housed in different areas of the brain, for example languages on the left and attention on the right, there is no evidence of individual differences favouring one hemisphere over another. In other words, people do not have a left or right dominant side.9

Having a fixed belief about our abilities is to ignore everything we know about neuroplasticity in the brain. Neuroplasticity is a process of development whereby our neurons adapt and change during our entire lifetime. This amazing process in the brain means that as humans we can develop and progress in anything that we set our minds to. It is the difference between beliefs about talent versus practice. There may be some activities or ways of thinking that our brains already have strong and established neural networks for, and we can think of these as ‘talents’. This means that certain tasks and activities will come easily to us, and we can think of ourselves as being ‘naturally good’ at something, such as languages. However, very simple, consistent exposure means that we can learn almost anything.

Imagine your neural pathways are footpaths through a forest. As you walk through the forest, you have well-worn pathways which are familiar and which your brain uses as short cuts. Our brains are inherently efficient (which is a polite way of saying lazy). They will find the quickest short cut to any conclusion. So, if you try to learn something new, but you have a belief or are told that you are no good at that activity, then your brain will follow the path most trodden and you’ll fail. But if you believe that you can change, and you put the hours in, then you can train your brain to take a different path.

Imagine you have always turned left at a fork in the pathways. You are familiar with the left-hand turn, you know the route of the left-hand turn, you don’t have to think or worry once you turn left. This is your brain on an established neural pathway. It is quick, it is easy, it happens automatically. Imagine then, one day, you decide to learn something new and turn right. This is challenging, there is no obvious path, your brain isn’t sure what is happening, you may have thoughts of failure, getting lost, feeling anxious. Your brain will want you to continue turning left.

If on day one, you turn right, you will have to pick your way through the trees. You’ll need to flatten some leaves underfoot, and maybe duck and dive a little, but you will find a route through the trees. If you do the same the next day, it will still be challenging and you will be struggling to create your new pathway. But if you continue to turn right then, day after day, that pathway will become clearer and easier to navigate and before you know it you will have created a new path that is becoming easier to use. This is neuroplasticity. This is your brain carving out a new way of working.

Let’s say you never believed you were good at maths. Every time you try to do some maths, your brain turns left down the lazy ‘we can’t do that’ pathway and so you never learn differently. But then one day you decide to try. The first foray into maths is going to be challenging, frustrating and difficult. But the more you do it, the easier it will become. It is perseverance, not talent, that creates new neural pathways. It is perseverance that means we can be whoever and learn whatever skill we want. It may not be the easiest task, but the more we do it, the more we learn and the more we develop.

This is why we need to let go of the extremely self-limiting belief of not being wired for certain jobs. We can train our brain to do anything but we need to put in the time, and that means deciding if it is worth our time.

James Clear, author of Atomic Habits,10 interviewed an Olympic coach and asked, ‘What is the difference between elite athletes and the rest of us?’ The coach replied: ‘The ability to push through boredom.’ Of course, there are days when elite athletes don’t want to train. Days when they don’t want to push themselves, are bored and fed up and want to stay in bed. But they don’t. Truthfully, the only thing standing between you and what you want to do, from a brain perspective, is showing up. So don’t let your brain, or anyone else, convince you that you cannot do something. You absolutely can.

Myth 6: Working hard means working long hours

The words ‘work’ and ‘hard’ appear to be intertwined. We praise people for ‘working really hard’, but it is important to separate out determination and ambition from unhealthy work practices.

We have some very odd role models in the modern working world. We have hugely revered business gurus preaching to millions across social media platforms about how hard they have worked, equating hard work with long and challenging hours. They encourage this practice and attribute their success to it, by stating that if you work double the hours that someone else does then you will get twice as much done. Well, far be it from me to contradict the gurus but … they’re wrong.

This approach to work is extremely outdated and ignores everything we know about how our brains work. While said gurus dedicated many additional hours above the average working week and admit making many personal sacrifices in the process, one could argue they have been successful in spite of, not because of, their working practices.

Research shows we become less productive the more hours we work. In fact, anything over 55 hours becomes meaningless, with research showing that those who work an additional 15 hours (bringing their working week total to 70 hours) will achieve nothing further. An extra 15 hours at work, for literally no gain. Research also shows that, if you work over 50 hours, you are less effective than if you had worked fewer than 30 hours.

Our perception of long hours is also likely skewed. In the same way we as humans tend to underestimate how much we eat, we tend to overestimate how much we work. Working adults in the USA tend to overestimate their working hours by 5–10 per cent, with some professions including teachers and lawyers overestimating by up to 20 per cent.11

One could argue that those gurus claiming a 100–120-hour work week (I’m not calling them liars, but the maths and sustainability of their claims simply do not add up) actually reaped no greater rewards than if they had worked half of that.

Our brains need consistency, rest, processing time and the space to reflect. This allows us to problem-solve and perform at our best. Protecting your brain health is one of the most important ways you can achieve workplace wellness. It’s how you stay creative, have new ideas and remain innovative. Believing that hard work and productivity are the result of very long hours is damaging. Wearing your brain out in this way, without adequate rest and recovery, is the easiest way to achieve burnout and little else. Working hard does not mean working long hours.

Myth 7: Money is the marker of success

Richard Branson, founder of the Virgin Group, describes how happiness, not money, is the marker of his success. Branson wrote in an infamous LinkedIn post: ‘It’s a common misconception that money is every entrepreneur’s metric for success. It’s not, and nor should it be.’12

In writing about money, I know I am dangerously close to sounding as if I’m taking a very irritating line.

If you are struggling to feed your family, or are overwhelmed by bills or debt, being told that money isn’t important is infuriating, so please don’t misunderstand me. I am not saying that money doesn’t matter. It does. But it isn’t a marker of success. More money does not mean you have more success; it merely means that you have more money.

The definition of success is so much broader, subjective and more nuanced than money. Success means different things in different lines of work and is dependent on what the purpose of a job is. For a brain surgeon to be successful, they need to operate on patients without damaging their brains or negatively impacting their lives. What they earn is irrelevant. If you are a Formula 1 driver, then success is defined by how many races you win. Success is how successfully you complete your job. Nothing more, nothing less.

The success equals money mentality is a long-held and deeply engrained belief within society; so many of us grew up believing that earning more money was what we should aim for throughout our career. If we then don’t earn what we deem to be enough money, we consider ourselves unsuccessful. Chapter 4 further explores the limitations of the money mindset, and considers alternative markers of success and why focusing on money can actually prevent us from earning more.


Questions for reflection


	Do you hold with any of the commonly held myths described above?

	Have any of these held you back?

	In the past have any of these myths got in the way of how happy, healthy, safe and engaged you’ve felt in your job?

	Is there a different viewpoint you can adopt moving forward to bring you more authentically into the centre of your career?

	What other myths can you let go of today?






Reworking myths


	Work will always feel like work, with pockets of work we love, and other pockets that we don’t.

	It doesn’t matter if we don’t know what we want to do for a career as we will change jobs and even our careers frequently. What matters is being open to and exploring what we want to do now, what works for us and what we want to focus on.

	What we were good at in school does not dictate what we are good at now.

	Our brains are wired for continuous growth, learning and development. We can do anything we put our minds to.

	Working hard does not mean working long hours.

	Money is not a marker of success.





What follows throughout the book are the techniques and ideas that will move you away from the myths. You are going to learn everything that we should be told about work, from day one, in order to best protect our health and wellbeing throughout our careers. It’s never too late to learn how to be happy, healthy, safe and engaged at work. Let’s start that journey together, now. It’s time to start working … well.


2

Start by Stopping

‘Start by stopping’ is one of my favourite phrases. It’s a mantra I apply both in and out of the workplace as a reminder to pause. In an impatient world, it is so tempting to jump in without direction. When we feel overwhelmed or under pressure, we just want to get going. Eyes down, head down, crack on. However, our brains are not designed to work that way. We cannot make good decisions when we are unable to think straight, and if we aren’t careful, we can be halfway down a track before we realize this isn’t the direction that we wanted to travel in. Whenever things feel challenging, overwhelming or just plain off, start by stopping. It is also the best way to embark on any new process, including this one. So, take a breath. Take a moment. Take a step back. Let’s start by stopping.

In the pause you create, ask yourself a very important question.

Are you OK?

Now ask yourself again: are you OK? Notice what informs your answer.

When I worked in the NHS, people would come to me and ask, ‘Steph, are you OK?’ but that wasn’t really what they were asking. The question ‘Are you OK?’ actually meant ‘Is your ward OK? Are your patients OK? Is anyone presenting in crisis or at risk? Are your case notes up to date? Is your team OK? Have you liaised with the nurses?’ and so on. I would rapidly consider all these elements before replying, ‘Yes, I am OK.’

We’ve lost the art of checking in with ourselves. Working in businesses where we are accountable to others means we consider everything and everyone around us, putting our own needs last – if we bring them into the equation at all. If we are asked, ‘Are you OK?’, we may consider orders, clients, others’ demands, and our perceived or desired progress. If we are managers, we may consider, ‘Is my team OK? Is everyone around me OK? Are my bosses happy?’ It may be that where we work no one ever asks us if we are OK, and so we have forgotten to ask ourselves.

So often we reply in auto-mode. Someone says, ‘How are you?’ and we answer, ‘Fine, thanks. How are you?’ We have probably all taken part in conversations where we are absolutely not OK but for whatever reason we simply answer, ‘Fine, thanks’, and move the chat along. We can become so used to answering this question automatically and assuming that, if those around us are OK, then we must also be OK, that we have forgotten to answer the question truthfully.
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