

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Before we begin

This book is set up in three parts, with each serving a different function. Throughout each, I will focus on breaking open the myths upon which we have made our career choices. Throughout the book, you as the reader will be invited to get involved in the process, which feels only right, for this is your career and you are no idle bystander. 

Part One – Perspective

Making new career choices, or indeed any choice, can be stifling. The perspective we hold, our world view, and the accompanying beliefs of that perspective are informed by the spaces and places we find ourselves in. Families, friends, government policies, social norms, cultural expectations – each plays a role in how we make decisions, including decisions about our careers. The focus of the chapters in Part One is to take you on an informative deep dive into the broken world of work, and the myths that our careers are built on. It shifts the focus, and the blame, away from you as an individual who has made ‘mistakes’ towards a more nuanced, contextual understanding of a broader, fundamentally flawed system. 

It outlines how our education system, our policies and our practices are all unwittingly setting us up for failure. It serves to remind us that the way we have chosen careers to date is not only outdated but dysfunctional. It breaks down the myth that there is a single career out there waiting for you and that one day it will suddenly find you. 

Part One is called Perspective as it aims to highlight exactly how and why the world of work and the structures it is built upon are broken. With curiosity it shines a light on the myths that our career-making decisions are built on, and how those falsehoods lead to an unsustainable career. As we close Part One, we focus on the hallmarks of an unsustainable career, and how you can identify if you have one. Armed with this perspective, you shift your world view, and from that new space have the ability to see things differently. 

Part Two – Reset 

In Part Two we begin to reset our relationship with our careers and explore what a sustainable career is. This involves the process of resetting, or stepping outside, the models of thinking used to support career choice before, and choosing a different, more suitable one for you. This does not suggest that you should forget all that has gone before; rather it requires a shift in thinking towards an alternative paradigm, one that places you at the heart of your career rather than the other way around. 

The topics in Part Two ask you to jump in and become active in your career. The ideas are novel, emerging from new critical research, but they are also practical and based on my work with many thousands of people and organisations. Hopefully they offer a breath of fresh air in supporting you in your endeavour to find success. 

Embarking on a total reset involves the courage to create new alternatives, fit for the future, rather than based on the past. It is from a position of rest that a sustainable career is introduced, alongside the tools you need to create it. To achieve this, you will encounter your momentous moments, career shocks and catalysts; as you take an unfiltered Career Selfie, you begin to collate the data required to design your own success, in the form of a sustainable career. 

In Part Two, with courage to illuminate your path, you collate and collect the information needed to create a sustainable career.

Part Three – Success 

Finally, in Part Three, together we get very practical. Our focus is on figuring out ‘what next’ – specifically, what success designed by you, for you, looks like during this season of your life. To achieve this, we will bring together all the information you have collated, explored and learned in Parts One and Two. Using this data, we connect the dots between you in the present and your future. 

Much of what you will do in Part Three is self-reflective and action-based, as it orients you towards a sustainable career, one that works for you during this season of life, so that you can thrive and progress in life and in your career. I will then take a final look back, at both the core messages of the book, and how those messages guided the very writing of this book at every stage. 

How this book will help you

This book is for you if you are ready for change in how you live your life and perform your career. Yes, you are ambitious and eager to succeed, and a meaningful career is important to you, but not at the cost of a meaningful and happy life beyond the remit of your work. 

This book can help you if you want to better understand what it means to have a sustainable career while living a meaningful life. It does not offer a magical fix for the out-of-hours phone calls, emails or IMs. Nor does it suggest a way to manage the weekend work, or to get the type of work pattern that you want. It will not match you to the perfect career or perfect job. That is an impossible promise that I could not make in good conscience. 

Instead, my promise is threefold.

First, this book promises to break open the myths upon which our current world of work is built, and in so doing deconstruct the incredible sway they hold over our decision-making processes in our work and careers. The purpose of this is to help you to better understand the deeply flawed system within which you have been taught to make career and work-related decisions. 

Secondly, I promise to support you as you answer questions about what work means for you in the broader context of your life. Together we will challenge the ‘rules’ that operate silently in our world of work so that your vision for a sustainable career, one designed by you for you, is realised. 

Thirdly, I promise to support you in your journey to design a sustainable career for yourself – and also for those who will follow along the paths we create. You are at the frontier of something new; the path that you choose, along with others who read this book, is paving a new, better future, not just for you but for the generations to come. 

The collective energy of challenging the old rules and the system that we know to be broken will tip the scales in favour of something better. A workplace revolution is what we need. For it is through the collective and diverse voices of many that real meaningful change is realised. 

Key concepts

As each reader is unique, you will each choose to engage with this book differently. You may choose to write, or not, to read in sections, chapter by chapter, or until you reach a full stop at the end of a page. You may sit on public transport or in your car as you listen to the audio version of this book. So how you decide to integrate the moments for reflection into the story of your career is entirely up to you. I would, however, suggest that you familiarise yourself with each concept, what it means, and consider how you can engage with it over the course of this book. If you are so inclined, you might also consider moving from thought to action as you test how you can use the ideas or concepts in any aspect of your work, life or career. 

Pause for 60 

When you come across the phrase ‘Pause for 60’, this is your invitation to stop reading for 60 seconds, to drop this book and pick up a pen and your notebook to reflect on a specific idea, point or topic that you have just read about. You can use a notebook that makes you smile when you look at it and keep it to exclusively record your career-related thoughts. 

Integrated into each Pause for 60 are prompts to help you focus your reflection in a meaningful way. This is an optional addition to reading the text, and if you would prefer not to Pause for 60, or if you are reading this on public transport, or for whatever reason it isn’t convenient, that is not a problem, although you will find there are many benefits from the process. 

In those 60 seconds it is suggested that you focus on writing, doodling, mind mapping – really whatever works for you to get the thoughts in your head down on paper. 

Why write?

You might wonder, and rightly so, why I would ask you to write. Research shows that when you write you engage a range of senses in your fingers as you touch the pen. As you start to write, draw or doodle, your brain, when examined under fMRI imaging, lights up like the brightest star-filled sky you could imagine. Your brain remains activated across multiple domains long after you have finished writing. 

This helps to explain why so many of us find writing or drawing to be a relaxing and therapeutic experience. It also gives us an understanding as to why so many people find that when studying if we write something down, we are more likely to remember it. 

As you scan the page and consider what you have written, or drawn, the visual cues provided to your brain, through your eye, provide a complex feedback loop to your brain. This process, along with the feedback loop, primes your brain to engage in creative thinking. This form of learning is hard to replicate under other circumstances. 

So, as you journey through this book and learn to reset your relationship with your career, these moments of Pause for 60 will help you to connect, reconnect and construct all the information from your career, past and present, and link it to your future. 

Permission Mindset 

Typically, when we think about permission it is about getting permission from someone else; when that permission is (or is not) granted, our decision making is accompanied by a sense of entitlement, or lack thereof, to do what you want, or need, for yourself. In the context of this book, a Permission Mindset is about allowing yourself to challenge deeply held beliefs about the world of work and careers. 

A Permission Mindset is therefore permission from yourself to yourself to think freely, to be curious, to ask questions and to free yourself of the rules that have previously guided your decision-making process. To critically address narrow conceptualisations of what it means to be ambitious and successful. 

When activated, your Permission Mindset will help you to clearly think about the point at which your work, life and career intersect, and as you do that you consider that intersection in the context of the rich tapestry of your life. 

Agency and your career choices

Through this book, I am keen to deconstruct the notion that you are 100% responsible for your career, because let’s be clear here, there are times when what happens to you in your career are beyond your control. 

The notion that you as an individual have complete agency or autonomy to make decisions about your career in isolation from the other parts of your life is a dangerous belief that has many of us working harder and for longer hours not for our own benefit or well-being but to increase the bottom line of a business or organisation. No amount of resilience training, productivity hacks, bananas in the canteen, upskilling or other perks can account for unethical behaviour, overt greediness, or a basic lack of humanity. 

With that in mind, we’ll look at the story of your career as one chapter within your overall story. That story has a past, present and future that is connected to you, interdependent on others and connected to society and to the organisations in which you work. You don’t have to share that story with everybody, but what is important is that you understand it for yourself. And once you understand it for yourself, you can reconcile it and better understand how to achieve a sustainable career that will complement your life, not dominate it. 




CHAPTER 1

The World of Work is Broken

The world of work is broken. The ways in which we choose our careers – a choice that determines our place in the world of work – are fundamentally flawed. Everyone, from the overworked nurse to the stretched teacher, busy admin staff, IT workers, plumbers, painters, electricians, accountants, retail staff and everyone in between, on some level knows this to be true. The framework of how we think about work and our careers is inherently flawed, and for many of us the place where this flaw initially makes itself known is when we are kids, deciding for the first time just what we will spend the rest of our lives doing. In an endeavour to better understand this, let’s first look at the state of play – at how our flawed systems are harming us, and at the ‘solutions’ currently being offered to help solve the problem. Then, let’s unpack and deconstruct some of the myths upon which we make choices about our working lives and careers.

When our work affects our health

Each year research undertaken by academic scholars and large global management consultancies confirms our intuition that something is very wrong with how we work, and how we choose our work. In 2022, Gallup, a global workplace consulting and research organisation, published its annual State of the Global Workplace report, finding that only 21% of the world’s employees are engaged.[1] At the time of writing, according to the American Bureau of Labor Statistics, 65% of the working population in America are actively searching for a new job.[2] In Europe, that figure, according to Eurostat, is 41%.[3] 

According to the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 44% of Western European workers feel stressed at or about their work, and 46% associated that stress with time pressure or work overload.[4] Other significant contributing factors to that stress included lack of autonomy and control over the pace of work or the processes by which work is carried out. That feeling of stress increased due to poor communication within or co-operation across the organisation. Globally, according to the World Economic Forum (WEF), only 33% of the 27,000 employees it surveyed in 2021 felt as if they were thriving in their work, while in 2022 Gallup found that only 11% of workers in Southeast Asia reported feeling well at work.[5] The same report showed that working women in the US and Canada were the most stressed globally. 

The cost to organisations of this disaffection in 2022, according to the WEF, was an estimated $7.8 trillion in lost productivity. It is maybe telling that the estimated cost in dollars at the individual level is not given. It is not as easy to measure a feeling by tracking output, so for the most part we don’t even try. 

Joint research carried out by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) support these findings. The study, carried out between 2000 and 2016, with findings published in 2021, found that people who worked over 55 hours per week were more likely to die from ischaemic heart disease and stroke.[6] Workers living in the Western Pacific, Southeast Asia, men and older people were identified as those at the greatest risk. The fact that this particular ILO/WHO study did not account for the additional hours of work associated with unpaid domestic labour suggests that if unpaid labour were included the figures would be likely to increase, and would highlight the impact of long work hours on a wider demographic across all genders. 

This level of disengagement, and the associated health risks, could and should be considered a global mental health crisis. As I write these words, we continue to be encouraged to work long hours, hustle on the side and remain constantly switched on for our employers. 

The workplace wellness industry

To right this wrong, the workplace wellness industry has sprung up, estimated by the WEF to be worth $4.4 trillion globally. Ideas to bolster wellness at work range from on-demand coffee to free training, lunches and lunchtime yoga. Then there is resilience, unconscious bias and productivity training. In recent years some of the training that you are offered is ironically delivered through lunch and learn sessions, the very time when you should be taking a break from work, nourishing your body and relaxing so that you can work productively in the afternoon. 

No matter what way you look at it, the world of work, in its current format, fails everyone. The ensuing effects, as we struggle to balance having a fulfilling career with living life, impacts all people, at all levels, in all organisations, across all career stages. 

But how did the best-educated, most advanced generations of people in the history of the world get to this point in our collective experience? The complexity of that question alone is immense, but together let’s try to gain deeper insight. 

Careers and the age of fulfilment

At this point it is important to give some context to these pretty bleak statistics. Collectively, we are the first generation where the dream is to trade up from money to meaning in our careers, and in doing so, our noble quest is to find a source of existential satisfaction from our work. In short, we are living in and through an age where the desire for fulfilling work and a career that provides a deep sense of meaning and purpose has replaced our need for survival. It is no longer enough to have a career that provides a good salary and job security so that you can put food on the table and pay the mortgage or make rent. We want more. 

And there is nothing wrong with that quest, or our desire to find a meaningful career, one to which we feel connected. Suggesting otherwise would be hypocritical of me since my life’s work is dedicated to doing just that. Each day, in and through my work, with individuals at all stages of their career journey, and within the organisations that I partner with, I strive daily to help people find a career that they love to live in. 

As part of my work within a wider community of work and organisational psychologists, alongside vocational scholars, social, coaching and clinical psychologists, workplace practitioners, and HR thought leaders, who use a critical lens to better understand the world of work and careers, we endeavour to help our generation, and those that follow, to find a space of contentment and happiness in work and in life, not one or the other. 

The question we really need to ask ourselves is, how have our careers – the part of our lives from which we are told we are meant to derive meaning – become one of the greatest sources of discontent in our lives? What is really going on, and how did this happen to us? The answer is WEIRD . . . 

WEIRD data

WEIRD is an acronym for Western (men), (well) Educated, (living in) Industrialised, Rich and Democratic (societies). This term was put forward by an American evolutionary biologist named Joseph Henrich to describe the background of the majority of those who participated in psychological research in the social sciences during the 1950s. The fundamental assumptions underpinning research from this era was simple – all humans share fundamental cognitive, behavioural, biological and emotional characteristics. Therefore it was believed that any large enough sample of humans would be capable of revealing fundamental truths that represent the universal experience of all humans. Differences in gender, ethnicity, culture, socioeconomic background, education, or wider life experiences were viewed as irrelevant. This is one of the foundational errors that our current world of work is built upon. 

Findings based on this WEIRD demographic were presented as representative of the universal experience of all humanity, despite representing only 5% of the global population. Such is the persuasiveness and pervasiveness of this logic that it has invaded our understanding of everyday life. WEIRD data would go on to underpin medical research, instruct global education policies, inform research agendas, influence infrastructure design and bolster political campaigns. In numerous ways, this data is still influencing all of these things today. 

From the 1950s onwards, the wider world of work began to use this ‘neutral evidence’ to design, develop and build its structures, processes and cultures, influencing every single aspect of them. The IQ tests, selection and assessment procedures, leadership models, job design portfolios, linear career paths, performance metrics, standardised work patterns and workspaces that we all take for granted evolved from this flawed data. This fundamentally skews the entire framework used to support our understanding of human behaviour and serves to entirely neglect the lived experience of 95% of the population. 

And yet, even though the academic world knows this logic is fundamentally flawed, and that this data does not – in fact could not – represent the other 95% of the population, such is the saturation level of this logic that we continue to believe that it is representative of the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. 

This is not our fault. A small movement within the social sciences began from around 2005 to raise the question within the academic community of whether research based on 5% of the global population could truly be seen as representative of the lived experience of all of humanity. This movement pointed to the fact that basing our assumptions upon this biased and imbalanced research fundamentally skews our understanding of human behaviour, positioning the 95% majority in the minority. 

Yet still, empirical data based on WEIRD people continues to be produced and presented as representative of all. But this new data is based on the findings of the original data, so the starting point is in fact false. What’s more, according to Psychology Today, 50% of the research published in leading industry gold-standard journals in the developed West and applied globally is carried out by researchers living in three postcodes in the US.[7] This is even the case in published research that depends on variability for legitimacy. For example, a study into this by Cambridge University scholars found that a staggering 96.7% of participants in cross-cultural and evolutionary psychology publications – studies that often depend on diversity for accuracy – are WEIRD, with 81% of the sample from WEIRD demographics.[8]

That means that the research we rely on to make decisions about our careers and work lives is for the most part based on 5% of the world’s population, half the time undertaken by researchers living in just three US postcodes. The result of this is that a huge amount of what we think we know about the world of work, careers and how they are connected to our lives is premised on conclusions drawn from inadequate and often flawed data. 

This does not mean that anyone who falls within the criteria of WEIRD is inherently bad, or intentionally biased, or indeed that the research that used this demographic as its core focus was intentionally wrong. In fact, the efficacy and reliability of the research was excellent at identifying and building a world of work that opened opportunity to and for the demographic it studied. It is worth noting, however, that men from this small, very specific demographic represent 70% of CEOs globally. 

The crux of the issue for you and I today is that the application of this decades-old flawed data has influenced the structures, cultures and beliefs that most of us operate within. It has led to structural and cultural inequalities in accessing basic healthcare, education and, most importantly for the subject of this book, our shared ability to work and live. 

The birth of the ideal worker

As a result of those early studies from the 1950s, and the resulting body of research that grew out from that early sample, an idea developed – that of the ideal worker. The ideal worker during this era was stereotypically male and married. He was wholly dedicated to work, sternly focused on linear career development, and prioritised work above all else, including family and life outside work. He was expected to be ‘always on’, available to the organisation day or night, ready to travel, or relocate for work, and to prioritise career success over family or leisure. Sound familiar?

That same social narrative simultaneously spawned another idea, the perfect pairing to the ideal worker – the ideal homemaker. She (for the homemaker was invariably a woman) was defined as a wife and a mother. She, like her husband, was always on, except her focus was expected to be on her role within the family home, where she performed as a domestic goddess, existing to support her family 24/7. She too was expected to be a willing traveller, ready to relocate to support and care for her family, all the while prioritising family over her career success. 

For the ideal worker, the world of work was, at least in theory, a relatively straightforward place. Talent, ability and skill played their roles in career progression, but tenure, continuous employment, visibility, length of service and the ability to play office politics were significant and contributing factors to success. Workplaces structured on these norms tended to define a career as both linear and continuous. 

For the ideal homemaker, the domestic world was one in which she took pride. A tidy home, with the smell of freshly baked bread and home-cooked food, was central to her success. Her ability to throw a good dinner party and to attend to all of the cooking, cleaning and nutritional needs of her husband and children was also essential. 

Books, magazines, TV advertising and education prepared her for this role, and that same social narrative lives on in numerous ways today. On my own wedding day, my grandmother gifted me the book she was given on her wedding day, a book that described in detail how to be a good wife. Dating from this very era, her well-thumbed book explains how to help your husband relax after a long day in the office, which includes changing his shoes and socks while he sits in his relaxing chair. As you do this you offer him his favourite drink. Ideally, talk to him about his day, but only if he is up to it. If you have children, you should keep them quiet during this time, and if you talk about yourself, it’s best to only offer up details of your day if asked. As you perform your role as domestic goddess, naturally you are expected to wear nice shoes and inviting clothes. To this day, I am not sure if my grandmother was serious or playing with me. These days, whenever she calls to us for dinner or evening tea, she tells me, every single time, that I am very lucky because my husband is as good as another woman in the house.

So closely intertwined were these archetypes of the ideal worker and homemaker that in the mid-twentieth century, if a young married male executive was seeking a promotion, his employers commonly interviewed his wife. The focus of that interview was partly to confirm she could fulfil her role as homemaker and partly to determine if she would support the longer working hours the promotion would mean for her husband. 

As time went by and women entered the paid workforce in greater numbers, they inevitably found themselves attempting to meet the criteria of the ideal worker themselves. Thus, many women found themselves trying to meet the demands of not one but two flawed archetypes. Over the intervening 70 years the model of the ideal worker grew to be a workaholic, intensifying his or her paid working patterns across their lifetime, egged on at every turn by the systems of work they laboured within. 

The changing world of work

At the point when these archetypes were being most firmly established, in the middle of the twentieth century, many jobs were secure and permanent until retirement, or death, whichever came first. This was a time before Nokia and BlackBerry allowed our work to follow us wherever we went, when the only way to contact you outside of work was to write a letter, send a fax or call the landline in your home. After clocking out on Friday, or when you went on holidays, nobody contacted you – ever. 

Then, the working clock became 24/7: late nights, early mornings and work-based socialising were presented as badges of honour that displayed career commitment. These badges, worn with pride, brought with them the promise of career progression within your current organisation or, if necessary, in a new one. 

As the permanent pensionable job slowly disappeared between the 1980s and early 2000s, work became and has continued to become less secure and more precarious. The resulting shift in the employment contract brought with it the necessity to work harder and longer hours to keep your job. As the world of work became faster, more agile and more digitally based thanks to new technologies, slowly it seeped into our non-work lives. Logging on in the evening to clear those last few emails has become more and more expected from employers and in turn by colleagues. 

As the pace of life quickens, despite being overwhelmed, always on and harbouring a deepening dissatisfaction with our work–life balance, the ideal worker of the modern era keeps going. Even when suffering from burnout, work-related stress or a lack of engagement, the ideal worker is incited to keep on doing, to keep on being productive because their work performance – they are led to believe – reflects their achievement in life. 

The more the boundaries between our careers, our work and our lives blurred, the more our collective sense of dissatisfaction grew. Yet, from the outside looking in, all the boxes were ticked: the ideal worker had a great career that paid well and a nice house in a good location; could afford to buy new cars, go on foreign holidays and buy plenty of clothes. 

Don’t get me wrong; there is nothing wrong with your work making this type of lifestyle possible. It is only right that in return for your wage you can live, buy food and clothes, put a roof over your head and meet medical bills. The thing is, work and our working identity are now so central to our lives that it is impacting our general well-being and our overall sense of self.

Some people have made it to the top of their career ladders, and others have found a career that they love, but most of us are struggling to reconcile our life, career and work with the unrealistic expectations of the ideal worker. We are so busy trying to be the ideal worker that most of us don’t have the privilege of time to stop and think about the broader picture of the world of work, that the systems we try to make ourselves fit in are the true cause of our unhappiness with our careers. 

In contrast to this we are, inadvertently or directly, told that we are the problem. The narrative is recognisable:

‘You can have it all, and more, if you try hard enough.’

‘Never give up, especially when it’s hard – how to become more resilient.’ 

‘Work–life balance and how you can have it.’ 

The subtext to these headlines is clandestine but clear: if you want to be successful and happy in your career it is entirely up to you. What we are not told is that very often the structures and systems pressuring us to achieve unattainable standards are outside our immediate control. 

The unseen influences on your career 

Having a career that provides you with a sense of meaning and satisfaction, as well as financial stability, is a privilege, one that presumes agency and control over many aspects of our lives that – for many of us – we simply do not have. 

Many of us do not have control over our work patterns, where we work or when we work. For many in traditional forms of employment this equates to new work rotas published one week in advance, and these weekly changes to the days and times of work make it next to impossible to plan for life outside of work. The increase or decrease in shifts at a whim and the extra time or overtime expected on demand add to the pressure. 

Gig, freelance and consultancy work, sold to us as the ultimate form of agency and control in our career and work life, mean that many of us live a different working reality than the one our parents and grandparents knew. The fact is that this work is very often precarious and unpredictable. Many workers in these categories do not know if they will work next week, next month or next year. Contracts, if in place, are for short-term work that does not cover holidays, sick pay or pension contributions. While this may be touted as affording ‘freedom’, it also brings with it huge pressures for the worker – all while relieving the employer of the need to commit to their staff with the same commitment they demand in return. 

Yes, the hourly rate can be higher in the gig economy, but so too are the risks. Payment terms are complex and challenging, with many large businesses taking 60–90 days to pay an invoice, and in some cases, they end up paying late, or not at all. A payment timeframe of two to three months impacts cash flow and ultimately your ability to earn a living wage. 

That is not to mention the quid pro quo that exists for many workers, especially in creative fields, one that is seldom talked about publicly: the ‘ask’ to do things for exposure. The ask typically has a date, time and location attached, nearly always involving travel, and goes something like this:

‘We don’t have budget for this at the moment, but it would be great exposure for you to get involved.’ 

‘The talk is only for one hour, the room will have a few of our senior stakeholders, we will make an introduction, we will put your details in our newsletter and on our website.’

The reality behind that ask is that you are expected to work for free. 

So, why do we go to work in the first place? For some of us, going to work is about earning a wage to pay the bills and put food on the table. Work is not a choice; it is a necessity. For some, work is a place of refuge from the rest of their life. For others, work is about finding deep personal meaning; it is about a career and progression in that career. 

Not everybody reading this will have the same experience or understanding of work, or careers, or life. Experiences change over time and as the seasons of our lives progress. In some seasons, more resilience, more innovation, more hours or more of anything is just not possible. You are going through the motions to get to the next season in life so that things might be a little easier. We will explore the seasons of life, and how they affect and influence our careers, later in this book.

If you do feel that you’re going through the motions, be kind to yourself, do what you can. Take small steps. Ask for help. If you are in a season of life where it is possible to do more, or engage more, ask yourself whether this rhythm is one that you can sustain over the course of 40 years. If you choose to push and challenge yourself in your career now, is that preventing you from living the life you really want and need on a personal level? How long can you maintain this level of exertion? 

So, whatever your reason for going to work, reconcile that for yourself. This will not necessarily make it easy, but it will likely make it easier. Please don’t take this as advice that you should accept your situation without question. That is 100% not my intention. Rather, it is to avoid the trap of toxic positivity that lays the blame for your lack of agency at your door; this is not the case, and you are not to blame. 

What must be highlighted is that we are all – at the individual, societal and organisational level – playing catch-up. How we engage with the world of work and how the world of work engages with us has changed. Our organisational policies and cultures, built on WEIRD logic, no longer serve us. 

There are other possibilities available to us, we know that, but finding the space and time in our always-on culture to explore or consider those alternatives has been for many of us next to impossible. The hold these deeply ingrained and established ways of thinking have had on us often feel unshakable – that is until March 2020, when a global crisis illuminated new vistas of opportunity for work. 

Covid-19 and the opportunity for change in crisis

Covid-19, the deadly virus that raged and ravished the globe beginning in 2020, forced us all to stop in a way never before seen, outside of wartime, in modern history. Government-mandated lockdowns required us to retreat into our homes and stay there to protect our lives, the lives of our loved ones and those in our communities. 

Overnight, kitchen tables, bedrooms, hallways, garden sheds and spare rooms became impromptu offices. The boundaries that traditionally separated the world of paid work from the world of unpaid work collapsed, as the offices we once shared with our colleagues emptied. And we, along with our friends, our family, our animals, or alone, retreated to our homes to work, to live and to find meaning as the pandemic shadowed and dictated our circumstances. 

We adjusted and adapted as we learned to live and work in the same space, something only 15% of the global workforce did pre-pandemic.[9] Zoom calls with professional dress from the waist up and pyjamas from the waist down became the norm. For parents with young children, re-enacting ‘BBC Dad’ – who appeared on live televised news around the world, with his child bursting into his office in the background – was a daily occurrence. 

Long commutes were replaced with morning walks or a quiet breakfast. Families attempted a new type of juggle, one that required children to be taken care of and possibly home-schooled, while working full-time, as all day-care and education facilities shut down. Somehow, we managed. 

After almost two years, as we rose from the ashes of the pandemic, something had shifted, something had changed. The old regimes, the pre-pandemic ‘normal’ no longer felt fit for the world we now occupied. Sure, there are parts we want and are glad to have back: hugs, close contact with loved ones, holding hands, nights out, time with friends and family, holidays, the spontaneous trip to the beach, birthday celebrations, road trips, a night away or a last-minute holiday. We each had our own bucket list: the things, the people and the parts we wanted back. 

Most of us also had a deeper sense, a sense of what we didn’t want – of the things that we didn’t miss and that we simply did not want to return to. 

Where working from home or remote working were once considered the preserve of the few, Covid revealed a different possibility
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