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If you are reading this book, then it is likely that something has happened to interrupt the current flow of your life. This might have been driven by external factors, such as reaching a significant age milestone, becoming a parent or thinking about retirement. Or it could be driven by an internal realization that you have reached a stage where you want to take more control over your life and career. 


We all go through different stages and make significant choices in our lives, and the decisions we make at these times determine the quality of the rest of our lives. 


We are constantly making choices that take us down certain life and career paths and close other opportunities. But life does not come with an owner’s manual on how to make these choices and many people just muddle through. 


The purpose of this book is to give you the best tools and information to navigate important life choices, take control, and design a life and career of meaning, engagement and happiness. 


People with a sense of purpose and meaning in life live longer, feel happier, enjoy better health, and are more engaged and productive at work. Applying these tools will help you design a more fulfilling career, enjoy your leisure time more, improve your relationships, and stay curious and open to learning new things.


This book came out of my attempt to find information and tools to help manage changes in my own life. I was starting to think about a life after full-time work and what that meant to my work, leisure and relationships. 


I am a trainer with a passion for learning and a tendency to get carried away in research. My approach is to identify the best research, turn it into practical and actionable tools, and communicate and engage with people to discuss, refine and apply the techniques. I have done this successfully many times in my professional life so far, writing several business books, dozens of training courses and creating an organization that has trained over 150,000 people in more than 400 organizations around the world in leadership, collaboration, and personal effectiveness. Now it was time to turn my skills to developing myself. 


I found a lot of great research into topics such as finding purpose, living a good life, creating engagement, designing your life for happiness and enjoyment and managing transitions. But there was nowhere that brought these insights together in a systematic, practical process. I ignored the anecdotal information or personal opinions that make up a lot of the self-help industry and most of the internet content and focused on ideas backed by credible research. 


As a professional trainer I focused on selecting or developing the techniques that make these insights practical and actionable in real life. As I did the work myself and talked to others, I found that nearly everybody was looking for more purpose in life, particularly after their experiences during the pandemic period. 




•  Young people have been re-evaluating their relationship with work.


•  People in their 30s and 40s have been looking for more purpose and work–life balance. Many chose to change jobs or careers in the ‘great resignation’.


•  People in their 50s and 60s have left the workforce in unprecedented numbers (although some are now drifting back).


•  People in retirement have been rejecting the traditional model of gentle decline and seeking more active engagement with life.





Survey company Gallup found in 2022 that 65 per cent of people were re-evaluating the value of the parts of their lives outside work, 62 per cent longed for a bigger change in their life and 52 per cent were questioning the purpose of their work. 


The pandemic seems to have triggered or accelerated a desire to find more purpose and meaning in life and has motivated many people to take a deeper look at what they want. In my own family, my son was in his 30s and re-evaluating his career, my daughter was coming towards the end of her second period of parental leave and thinking about the next stage of her life. My nephew was just starting his career in his first job and leaving home. Many of my friends were contemplating retirement and what that meant for their lives. Every time I spoke to somebody about managing the process of transition, it ended up being a lengthy and interesting conversation. 


My motivation in writing this book is to help you take more control in managing your important life choices and transitions and to give you the information and tools to make informed choices that will have a positive impact on the rest of your life. 


The choices will be yours, but you can be quite sure that others have gone through similar life stages before. There is an excellent chance that academics, thinkers and authors have studied these situations and can offer ideas and strategies that can help. 


The quality of our lives lies in how we spend our time. Most of us spend about 40 per cent of our waking lives at work and another 25–40 per cent at leisure. If we are not engaged and fulfilled in these two areas, we have little chance of a happy life. However, to take just two examples that I will develop further later in the book, according to our research, only 20 per cent of people say they are highly engaged at work, while people spend an average of over 20 hours per week sitting passively in front of TV screens. It does not sound as though we are always getting the best out of our time. 


Living a good life is about following your purpose, living according to your values, exercising your strengths and pursuing your passions. Unless you are extremely lucky you will not be able to do all of this in just one domain of your life. The trick is to find a balanced portfolio of activities that enables you to do all these things somewhere in your life and career. 


Living a ‘portfolio life’ is about finding the right blend of career, leisure, interests and other activities that enable you to feel happy and fulfilled. It is also about how you do these things to build in enjoyment of the moment and improve the quality of the journey. This means that your unique portfolio needs to be driven by what gives you meaning. Nobody else can do it for you and nobody else can make the choices, and sometimes the sacrifices, necessary to make it a reality. This book is based firmly on the principle of you owning and driving the changes you want. 


I also want to emphasize that this book is my perspective on the issues. I researched the topics extensively and looked for high-quality sources of information. However, inevitably the things that struck me as most useful were the things that resonate with my own life and experiences. You may come from a different demographic and have different experiences. I hope this book will add to the perspectives you bring and motivate you to seek out other sources of inspiration. I would love to hear about your experiences so I can learn from them too and I’ll include some contact details at the end of the book.


The process and tool kit 


My intent is to lead you through a systematic process with well-validated insights, tips, tools and techniques at each stage. 


In the first part of the book I will give you a framework for designing a more fulfilling and engaging life to help you: 




•  understand the life transitions that most people go through and the critical decisions we make at these points


•  identify the five key elements that bring wellbeing and happiness and how we can design them into how we live our lives


•  define the six key areas we need to prioritize to build a good life.





I will then go on to show you how to be crystal clear about what gives meaning to your life: 




•  what you believe in – your values


•  what you are good at – your strengths


•  what you enjoy doing – your passions


•  how to create a purpose statement.





These insights become an internal compass and a set of criteria for selecting the portfolio of activities that will give you a meaningful life and career. 


In the later parts of the book I will apply some research-based techniques you can use to get the most out of your life in the key areas of living a good life: 




•  work, whether paid or unpaid


•  leisure, hobbies and interests


•  positive relationships


•  lifelong learning


•  a brief look at finance and health.





Lastly, I will introduce some techniques for creating an environment, habits and goals that will help you be much more likely to succeed in transforming the rest of your life. 


Plan ahead, but not too far 


Assuming you are old enough to look back 20 years, how different a person were you then? What were your opinions, perceptions and preoccupations? The chances are that you were a quite different person. Could you have known accurately who you would be today? 


It is the same with the ‘future you’ – 20 years from now you will have had different experiences and will face different challenges and opportunities. 


You may have read biographies or stories of people who knew their life path aged five and never deviated. These people are the tiny minority – for most of us life happens, we evolve and our track changes. 


My advice in applying the exercises and ideas in this book is to use them to plan the next 5–10 years of your life, rather than the next 40 years. You will learn that some aspects of what give you meaning, such as your values, change slowly and will be a useful long-term guide. But the context in which you apply your values – for example at work, in leisure and in your relationships – will change over time. Rather than attempt an unrealistic and inflexible whole life plan, I would advise you to get started in what you think is the right direction and then learn, fine tune and course correct from time to time as life happens. 


Successfully navigating key stages in your life is about making choices, exercising freedom and taking control. All of these require you to have the information and the tools to make the best choices. 



Make a change 



Some of the content of this book may genuinely drive major change in your life. Other parts are about incremental improvement – systematically building in more of the things you enjoy and cutting out the things that you do not. How you spend your time is the quality of your life, so if you can shift just 10 per cent of your work and leisure time from something that you do not actively enjoy to something that gives you more energy, then you make a significant improvement in the quality of your life. If you can make a 10 per cent improvement, why not 20 per cent? 


I would love to hear about your experiences in applying the material in the book and any suggestions you have for improving it. 


If you are someone who likes to learn by discussing things with a community of others going through a similar experience or would like support from expert trainers and coaches in these areas, you can find out about our live workshops, webinars, and coaching for individuals and for organizations at www.yourportfoliolife.com.










CHAPTER 1


Life Is in the Transitions
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There are many life stages and events that people may experience that require us to revisit our perspectives and priorities. Here are a few common ones: 




•  young adulthood


•  establishing or questioning your identity


•  leaving home


•  relocation


•  parenthood


•  gaining or losing a job


•  moving house


•  a new relationship, marriage, or divorce


•  a major accident or illness


•  mid-life changes


•  reaching a significant age – 30, 40, 50, 60


•  children leaving home


•  major changes to your financial position


•  loss of loved ones


•  retirement


•  ageing.





I have been through most of these myself, together with some less common ones like moving countries and starting my own business. 


Sometimes a change in life can also be driven by an internal revelation, a desire to take control, solve a difficult situation or revitalise aspects of your life. In my case, starting my own business for example was driven by the desire for autonomy, which is one of my core values.


In fact, there are so many transitions, and they are such significant moments in our lives, that it might be more accurate to say that our lives are about our transitions, with occasional moments of stability in between for us to catch our breath! 


The Hindu tradition identifies four key life stages with different areas of focus: 




1.  Up to age 25: the scholar – learning, finding identity, leaving home.


2.  To 55: the householder – earning a living, building a family, achieving.


3.  To 75: retreat or retirement – contemplation, focusing on the welfare of the community and self-development.


4.  75-plus: preparing for death, passing on your wisdom and the meaning of life.





These stages see a steadily broadening frame of reference from focusing on yourself as an individual to family and then to the wider community and the universe. 


At each stage of life, we confront new questions and learn new lessons, which lead to more questions and further transitions: 




•  In childhood we ask: who am I?


•  In adolescence: what do I want to be when I grow up?


•  As a young adult: what is my calling?


•  In mid-life: what is it all about?


•  In older adulthood: how do I age and grow?





Because of this you have already learned a few skills and some things about yourself that will help you with the next stage. What are the major transitions that you have navigated already and what did you learn from each of them? 








	

My major transitions 




	

What did I learn? 













	






	











	






	














Given how regular and important these life transitions are, it is surprising how little advice and support we get in navigating these important moments. The decisions we make at these times determine the quality of the rest of our lives. 


Today these life transitions are getting even more diverse and complex. 




•  People are living longer and in better health. Children born in the early 2020s in the UK are expected to live on average to age 90, so it would be prudent for them to plan on a 100-year life. The impact of both our good and bad decisions, particularly those we make early in life, is much greater when compounded over 100 years rather than 70. Increasing longevity means that people will either choose to or need to work for longer and will have much longer periods in retirement when they are in good health. The UK, Denmark, Poland, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United States already have laws banning mandatory retirement. Expect more to follow.


•  The nature of work is changing fast. The accelerating rate of technological change means that skills will become out of date much more quickly and people should expect to retrain significantly more than once during their careers. Careers are unlikely to be a linear progression up a clearly defined ladder. Increases in freelancing and the gig economy mean that fewer individuals will rely on a single employer.


New technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) are likely to replace some jobs entirely. PricewaterhouseCoopers, a consulting organization, forecast in 2018 that AI will create more new jobs than it displaces (just like many previous waves of technology-driven change). Many more roles will be in new areas or augmented by technology to provide faster and better information and decision support. While writing this book it was announced that AI natural language processing tools would be incorporated into Microsoft Bing and Office and Google Search. This will rapidly accelerate the adoption of AI into everyday tasks and transform the world of work.


Since the rise of remote working during the pandemic period, many more jobs can now be done from any location. Our choices about work are less constrained by where we live, meaning more major life choices are available with the opportunity to work from anywhere. People seem to be giving more priority to finding a sense of purpose and happiness at work and are more willing to change jobs in search of it.


•  There is a greater diversity in family units, relationships and identity. The structure of families is changing from the traditional nuclear family of 50 years ago. Fewer people are getting married, more are getting divorced, and they are having fewer children later. There are more dual-career, single-parent and single-person households. There is greater recognition of the spectrum of gender identity and understanding of different types of relationships.


•  There is more free time. In addition to a longer retirement, many people are experiencing longer periods of leisure or other unstructured time. Leisure takes up 25–40 per cent of people’s waking time in developed economies. Experiments in flexible working, four-day weeks and universal basic income are the beginning of a general reduction in the amount of time most people spend at work. Without this structure, people will be free to make choices about how they spend a much bigger proportion of their time. However, we are never really taught to use our leisure time well. We could use this time to learn and grow or experience variety, or we could sit passively in front of a screen.





The fact that we are living longer and in better health means that we will have even more transitions to navigate. The increase in work, leisure and lifestyle options means that, at each stage of our lives, we will have a much greater range of choices than those faced by previous generations.


As we have more freedom to make a wider variety of choices over a longer period, we have an increasing need to be able to make smart and informed decisions about our future direction. At the same time there may be few role models or well-trodden pathways to follow as we make choices that were not common, or even imagined, in previous generations.



Navigating life transitions 



‘Change is situational, transition is psychological. It is not the events; it is the inner reorientation and self-redefinition you have to go through in order to incorporate those changes into your life. Without a transition, change is just a rearrangement of the furniture.’


William Bridges, Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes 


Change is something that can happen to you, for good or ill. You could win the lottery or lose your job. Transition may be triggered by external changes or it could be stimulated by internal changes and ideas. The outer change can happen very quickly, the inner usually takes much longer.


Transition is about how you deal with these changes and is therefore within your control. Nobody else can transition for you. As a result, the process of transition is often either guided or obstructed by our inner drivers and thoughts about the situation.


Life transitions tend to go through some predictable stages.


1 LETTING GO OF THE OLD 


Transitions often start when we become aware of some significant change in life. This might be something we have actively chosen, such as getting married or becoming a new parent, or something that happens to us, such as an accident or losing a job.


In positive change there are things to look forward to, but even then there are aspects of the previous stage that we are concerned about losing. We may experience some resistance, even grieving for some aspects of the previous stage of our lives. For example, we may be looking forward to our kids leaving home but dreading it at the same time.


This is not unusual, but it is good to admit this to ourselves, take a balanced view of the net benefit of the change and think through how we preserve as best we can the things we enjoyed from the previous stage. We may not have as much time for our friends once we start work, for example, but we do want to find a way to maintain those relationships.


At every transition we experience gains and losses. We give up some of our old options and gain others. Think about the current or next transition stage that you are experiencing or likely to experience. How are you thinking and feeling about the positives and negatives of this next stage?


Complete the table with your thoughts about the positives and negatives as you see them now.








	

What do you see as the negatives of the transition, what will you be giving up? 




	

What do you see as the positives of the situation, what will you be gaining? 













	






	
















•  What is the balance of the language and sentiment you have captured here – positive or negative?


•  For important things you feel you are losing, have you considered the potential this creates for a new positive?


•  What can you do to accentuate the positives of the new situation?


•  What do you want to make sure you carry forward into the next stage?


•  What is it time to let go of in your life right now?





You might find it useful to think back to other transitions you have been through in the same way to reflect on what you learned and the balance of benefits you gained from the change. This is part of the process of acknowledging the good things about your previous life stage and, where appropriate, either letting them go or building them into the next stage of your life.


2 SIT WITH THE UNCERTAINTY 


Going through a major change in life can cause uncertainty. It would be surprising if it did not.


One of the skills of successfully managing a transition is being prepared to sit with a period of uncertainty for a while. Do not be tempted to rush ahead too fast and block out the possibilities you could be considering at this stage in search of quick stability – you will regret it in the long term.


It is also a good time to do your research. In Chapter 8, you will see some tips and ideas on how to stimulate your curiosity and access information. Buying this book is a great start.


In the academic research, this stage is often called a ‘liminal space’. It is where you start to disengage from the old but have not yet embraced the new. You are at the threshold, but you have not entered the new stage yet.


Once you embrace your new role and identity, you will have either consciously or unconsciously blocked out a lot of options. Take the time to really think through what you want from the next stage of your life. Expect this to feel uncomfortable but be prepared to live with it for a while to allow time for more considered decisions.


Your destination will not be clear at this stage. You will have questions to ask and choices to make. In this book, I will take you back to some fundamentals, your values, your passions, your natural strengths and your purpose. Make sure you do these exercises before you start to make significant choices about the future. Understanding these internal drivers should provide you with guidelines on what kinds of solutions are likely to give you meaning and make you feel fulfilled. They will help you rule out some options and pay more attention to others.


This is a good time to try some experiments. If you have ideas about how you would like your life to be, can you test them out? The purpose of an experiment is to learn – we test our hypothesis or idea and look for evidence. If the experiment works out and we enjoy the experience, then it might be something we want to build on. If it does not, we have learned something valuable that will help us design our next experiment.


It can also be valuable to talk to other people who have been through a similar experience. Look for people who have had a positive experience as they have done a good job of navigating the change.


You will find lots of exercises and ideas in the rest of this book on how you can actively and intentionally redesign your work, leisure, relationships and learning for the next stage of your life.


3 EMBRACE THE NEW AND BE READY TO EVOLVE


As your direction becomes clearer you will feel a mental shift as you start to commit to the future. This happens more easily once you have identified a future that is in some ways better than your past.


Traditional societies have formal ‘rites of passage’ celebrating, for example, the transition to adulthood. Think about how we celebrate graduation, naming ceremonies, weddings and other formal life transitions. These events are partly about recognition and celebration and partly about a public affirmation in front of family and friends that you are moving on to the next stage.


How could you celebrate and recognize the new stage you are moving on to? Is there an excuse for a party? One of the things my son-in-law noticed when he joined our family was how often we celebrated things. He would joke, ‘It’s Thursday, get the champagne out.’ Celebration tends to bring out positive feelings and recognize that something is important (and Thursdays are extremely important).


We also need to get a sense of balance about how much change we are going through. It is rare that everything changes at once, so it can be a useful strategy to keep some familiar routines in place to give a sense of continuity and to allow time to focus on a few important new areas you are trying to work on.


In real life of course we do not always proceed in a nice, neat order – you may move through the process at different speeds in different parts of your life, and sometimes you will need to cycle back.


How quickly we move through this process may be a function of personality, with some people who are comfortable with change being quicker to adapt to the new than others. It may also be a function of how much choice you are able to exercise depending on your personal circumstances.


Be prepared to let your approach evolve as you learn and experience more. Keep some space for continued experiments and for reflection on how it is going and how you can improve the experience.


The middle of transitions is when it feels most destabilizing. This is precisely because this is the time when we have the most freedom and choice. Freedom can be frightening, particularly if we do not have the information to make good decisions.




•  The number one source of transition stress is not having prepared – so prepare.


•  Having a sense of control over events is important, so focus on what you can control during times of uncertainty. In general, this means focusing on yourself, your attention and your attitude.


•  Build the knowledge and skills you need for the transition and your next life stage. For example, if your next life stage is parenting, there are some predictable challenges coming your way and no shortage of advice.


•  Reflect on what gives you meaning and enjoyment and build even more of that into the next stage of your life.


•  Make conscious decisions and plans; do not just drift into a future you do not necessarily want.


•  Take your time.





That is the kind of person I am – the identity trap 


To become something else you need to stop being at least part of what you are now.


I had an international corporate career; I founded my own business and spent 30 years growing it. Work was and still is a big piece of how I spend my time and where I get a lot of my identity from. As I started to think about a life beyond full-time work, I decided to take a day a week to sample different activities.


As an academically bright student, I had been steered away from practical subjects, yet I really enjoyed my experiences of blacksmithing, woodturning, glassblowing and carving. I was told at school that I was ‘not very good’ at languages and art. Yet when I moved to France, I learned the language quite quickly (although with an entertaining Yorkshire accent apparently) and when I took up drawing, I was good at it.


I learned that the process of building your identity, especially in early life, was a process of closing off options. In adolescence, as we start to create our sense of self and identity, we become the ‘kind of person’ who likes certain subjects at school and dislikes others. We associate with a particular lifestyle group – as a nerd, a sports jock, a music lover. We become the kind of person who likes some things and dislikes others and this helps us distinguish ourselves from other groups. We have all seen groups of teenagers who insist on signalling their unique identity by choosing to dress the same way as all their friends.


As we get older, we play certain roles at work, and increasingly define ourselves by the type of person we ‘are’. We move beyond identifying ourselves as part of groups and search for more of a unique identity that reflects the complexity of our lives. We become the kind of person who drives a certain car, lives in a certain area, enjoys specific types of food, dislikes some kinds of music, clothes or sports, enjoys particular types of vacations, only reads certain authors, and so forth.


Think about how you introduce yourself to someone new and what information you give about yourself. Often people are looking for information that allows them to pigeon-hole you, particularly in terms of where you sit in the status pecking order.


In the UK, once you can get a sense for where people live, the kind of job they have, the car they drive and their hobbies you can start to infer an awful lot more about them. It can be an entertaining game to not give any of this kind of information about yourself when you meet someone new. You normally find that people get quite uncomfortable after a while of being unable to slot you into the way they categorize the world.


What kind of person are you?




•  Cats or dogs


•  Sporty or academic


•  Action movies or romance


•  Outdoor or indoor


•  Thinker or doer


•  Lover or fighter


•  Football or tennis.





Try it for yourself: I am the kind of person who …








	

Likes 




	

Dislikes 









	

 




	

 












Now ask yourself: what does this stop me doing? Do these beliefs I have about myself serve me well or do they get in the way of my experiences? What would I do differently if I explored all these potential choices rather than just half of them?


You can imagine the process of creating an identity as a narrowing slice of a pie chart. When you are very young you have the potential to have almost any identity. You are then shaped by your culture, your family, your teachers, your peers and your own choices. These choices give structure to your life and define your identity, but they also tend to exclude you from other potential options.


Eventually we live our life in a very constrained slice of the pie chart because that is the ‘kind of person we are’. This can be very comfortable, but it sure does exclude a lot of options.


At major transition points we can challenge these self-imposed limitations. Losing a job may open up career choices you never would have thought about; becoming a parent may reveal aspects of your character you have never exercised before.


For many people, work is an important source of identity, to the extent that retired people may still describe themselves relative to their former role: ‘I am a retired teacher.’ The loss of that identity for some can feel like falling off a cliff. The more successful your career, the more likely you are to feel the loss of identity in retirement.




[image: ]




As a thought experiment, imagine that all the people on earth disappear, except for you. All the things are still here, but none of the people. Imagine, in this situation, how would you choose to spend your time, where would you go, what car would you drive, what hobbies and activities would you follow, would you dress for fashion or comfort?


As you think through your life in this world, you may find some things do not change. I would still choose to drive a fast car because I love driving. But would you dress fashionably if there were nobody there to see it? Most people come to realize that many of the things they do are about status or because of how other people might view them.


Some start to imagine how their priorities might be different in the next stage of their lives if they lived life for what gives them meaning rather than what other people might think.


It may not be until retirement that we have a genuine option to reject the expectations we have built up throughout our lives and rediscover other parts of our potential identity. Here are some questions to consider:




•  Does the transition you are going through threaten a part of your identity?


•  Does it challenge your beliefs about the kind of person you are?


•  Does it bring opportunities to express underdeveloped parts of your identity?


•  Are there parts of your old identity that you are keen to move on from?


•  Are there things you loved in the past that you can rediscover in this next stage?





I hope at this stage that you realize that going through life transitions is normal and that you are not alone. I also hope you are open to some uncertainty and some personal reinvention and are prepared to give this some time before you jump into important decisions.


In the next three chapters I will look at how we can design more engagement and happiness into the key areas of our lives and start to base our lives and careers around what gives us real meaning.
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