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Foreward

We would all benefit from emulating Jodie Cook. She’s an unstoppable force. Jodie introduced herself to me in 2016 after reading my first book, Anything You Want, saying she liked how, after I sold my company for $22 million USD, I kept my focus on giving and living instead of material possessions. Since then, she’s impressed me more and more.

Her competitive powerlifting is further proof, through actions not words, that she puts in the work and powers through. That’s extra-noteworthy in the field of entrepreneurship where anyone can call themselves an entrepreneur and talk up a dream. Jodie does the work.

When she told me she was writing Ten Year Career, I was eager to read it, but it’s even better than I expected. Her overview — execute → systemize → scrutinize → exit — is spot on and matches my experience, both personally and of the other entrepreneurs I’ve known. It’s the best framework for helping to identify where you are, and what’s coming next. It reminds you of your endgame.

Jodie writes with generosity, always keeping the focus on you. She just completed a ‘ten year career’ path herself and has nothing to prove. This book is incredibly encouraging and helpful at every step, reminding you that you have the power and ability to make your ideal business and live your dream life. Every future millionaire needs this wise perspective. I highly recommend it to any entrepreneur.

Derek Sivers

entrepreneur, author




Introduction

I’d hardly told anyone I was selling my social media agency, JC Social Media. My team was sworn to secrecy, and only my husband knew the details. Throughout the process I made myself focus on the present, having patience rather than wishing time to hurry or thinking about life after completion. I made sure I didn’t skip ahead too far, telling myself every day that it could still fall through.

Then the phone rang.

‘Congratulations, Jodie, that’s all gone through.’ The deal was complete. The contracts had exchanged, the shares and funds transferred.

I was 32 years old and would never need to work again.

I felt an overwhelming sense of calm. Rather than rushing into making plans now that the deal was done, I looked back over my journey and where it had brought me. It had taken me less than ten years from the day I started my agency to completing the sale.

The average age of retirement in the UK is 64. In the USA it’s 67. I was 32. My life had changed over 30 years ahead of schedule. But I’m no superhero.

Wherever you are right now, within ten years you could not need to work.

It’s possible by starting, scaling and selling a profitable business for a sum of money that covers your living costs for the rest of your life. That’s basic maths. It’s also possible for you to feel retired, even if you never have an exit and keep working for years. But while it sounds simple, if you’ve started a business, you’ll know that it’s not. In fact, setting up is the easy part.

When you start a business it’s great: designing your brand, creating your products or defining your service; planning how you’ll approach customers and securing those first few projects. Fun, focus and learning new things every day. You love telling people about your venture, and every new connection or sale you make is exciting. The honeymoon period could last several months, maybe even a few years.

After a while, you might feel as if you’re stuck in a rut. A dip. Perhaps you’re juggling looking after customers with business development, as well as every admin task. You’re busy, but not confident enough to delegate or relinquish control. You’re not sure how to spend your time. Feelings of doubt creep in and you start to check out other options. Distractions tempt you.

You’re working hard but feel as though you’re not getting anywhere, clambering around on the side of a mountain with no track in sight. You’re solving the same problems you solved at the beginning. You’re not sure where to take your business and you have conflicting priorities. Your focus is waning. Perhaps you feel trapped. The future is unclear, and you might be having second thoughts about your path.

Whether or not business is going well, you still have questions in the back of your mind. What’s next? What do I want?

Humans act out of desperation or inspiration to move away from pain and towards pleasure. In between both is a comfy middle ground where the pros outweigh the cons and things are just fine. There’s not enough pressure to move either way. Many business owners remain caught in this place and never push on.

It’s easy to coast but doing so might be costing your potential. Comfort can trap you. Hanging out there, you might start to think you’re destined for life in the slow lane. You might accept that this is the way it is. You might wind back, take it easy and start to play golf in the afternoons. Most people, upon hitting this point, plod on, hoping something will be different. Others give up. They get a job, they try something else, or they settle.

There is another way. The Ten Year Career.

Imagine your life and career split into ten-year chunks, each one defined by something different. Each stage or chapter brings new discoveries, people and places, a new routine, new challenges. You rack up achievements and milestones, and make things happen that you never dreamed you could. You can bring a different version of yourself to each phase. Each one can be a new life.

Your career doesn’t have to take up multiple decades. You don’t have to finish your education, find a job and stick with it, progressing up a ladder until you retire. Your working career can be just one of many phases. In one phase you might manage people, another robots, and another your calendar as you travel the world. You could be an artist, a scientist, then an athlete.

You don’t have to follow the same path for your whole life.

Not long before I sat down to write this book, I had been stuck. But after making and implementing a plan I was freed. I created a ‘Goldilocks state’ of running my business: not so much pressure that I freaked out and not so little that I lost interest; not so much to do that it monopolized my time, not so little that I lost control. I owned a business that I was into enough to care deeply about our clients, but not so deep that I lost my freedom. My team was self-sufficient enough to not need constant help, but dependable enough to thrive under strong leadership. I had a daily routine that was interesting and varied but never frantic. I was happy to stay but ready to go.

You can create a plan like this for yourself. Or you can carry on to a successful exit. Either way, your Ten Year Career plan has worked.

Even if you start today, at the bottom of the metaphorical mountain, you can retire in ten years. You could reach your ultimate goal within those ten years and make waves along the way. Wherever you are right now, how you spend the next ten years can define whether or not you need to work again. You can give yourself insane freedom and open a world of possibilities for what you do next.

It’s never been more attainable to reach financial freedom and your version of retirement – which for many people simply means working because they want to, not because they have to – earlier than former generations. This will require careful planning, inventive thinking and an assessment of what’s important. You’ll have to dream big, create the plans and make incredible things happen.

I’ll walk you through the methods of creating the Ten Year Career so you can apply each one to your journey. I’ll show you why ten years is the perfect time frame in which to operate: long enough to always make the right decision, short enough to move fast and not waste time.

In the following chapters I cover:


	Mastering your mind

	Setting up for success

	Creating habits that serve you

	Living your version of success

	Frameworks to gain perspective and focus

	How to make difficult decisions

	Ways to protect your boundaries

	A method to design and lead a life you love

	A framework for mapping the phases of your Ten Year Career.



If left to themselves, your default habits likely will not be conducive to winning big and being set for life. The book will rewire and refresh how you frame your work and life for unimaginable benefits. Success will depend on your willingness to think about what you want, take the reins and do the work to get there. It’s about steering your own ship, rather than seeing where the wind blows you. You’re reading this because you want to grab the wheel.

For our purposes I assume you have an idea of what you would need in the bank or investments to no longer have to work. I assume you can roughly define your dream future, but you aren’t sure how to make it happen.

This book isn’t a quick fix for selling your business and retiring. It’s a framework by which to set yourself up strong and build an enterprise with an endgame in mind. Nor is it about working out the specific details of what early retirement involves – it doesn’t, for example, go deep into calculations, investing or compound interest.

This is not a book about making passive income. While I’m on board with creating assets that mean revenue flows automatically, I’m not on board with the pursuit of income for the sake of it. I don’t think a business needs to be reduced to just its financial aspect. Solely seeking passive income is shallow. It’s not endearing. It misses out the best parts of running and growing a business: the amazing work you get to do, the inspiring people you get to work with, the opportunities you get to seize. As it happens, focusing on service and significance will create passive income much faster than focusing on money.

This book won’t give you a business idea or a step-by-step recipe on setting up a business. Trodden paths are rarely those that yield the best results. You can’t copy and paste someone else’s route to success. If you want what no one else has, do what no one else will do.


This book is a guide

Ten Year Career will be the trusted guide for you, the traveller. Within the chapters are stories, examples and questions to apply to your situation, along with a practical framework for you to use. You should start to see results of the methods straight away and realize how doable the Ten Year Career is for you. My goal is to provide a new way of thinking, open your mind, and spark ideas and thoughts.

Thirteen years ago, the seed was planted for me. I was 19 and working at my summer job in the sales office of Greenfield Print and Promotion, a small print and promotion company. My boss, Simon Greenfield, asked me what I wanted to do when I left university.

When I said I wasn’t sure, he chuckled and said, ‘Don’t worry if you don’t know yet. I’m 42, and I still don’t know what I want to do. You have plenty of time to decide, and you have a good 40 years of working ahead of you yet.’

I stared at Simon. Forty years? It made no sense. What could I do in 40 years that I couldn’t do in 20? Or ten? I had a feeling my career could be different than the one Simon had in mind.

When I started my social media agency in the summer of 2011, I was 22 and ready to test a theory. I theorized that I could apply multiples to everything I did. I could work three times as hard to reach a goal three times as fast. I could establish myself sooner, make a bigger impression, think harder, learn more and make better decisions. I didn’t want to work every second of every day; I wanted to live an extraordinary life. I thought that by ramping up the right aspects and not getting involved in others, I could be free of the need to earn money by my early thirties.

For a decade I played a game with the goal of seeing what could be possible in ten years. I loved every second of it. During those ten years I grew my social media agency to be an established and profitable company, then oversaw its acquisition by another firm. I worked with interesting people and learned a lot about entrepreneurship. I travelled to and worked from amazing cities all over the world. I competed for Great Britain in the powerlifting world championships. I became a contributor for Forbes on the topic of entrepreneurs. I won awards. I made investments. I wrote and published books about entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial role models. I met inspiring people, including the authors of the books I read and applied to my game.

My journey started with a laptop and an idea. The ten years that came after progressed through a series of distinct phases, each with its own strategies and actions. Throughout this book I will explain how you can start to think in this way, to untold benefits. Maybe you already do, in which case we’ll ramp up your intention to a whole new level. Many aspects of my process are replicable. This book is here to show you what’s possible, and I’m here to guide you through.

‘But how?’ I hear you say. ‘This sounds like a lot of work. It sounds like changing stuff. It sounds like unpacking things that work fine and making them different. It sounds like you will ask tough questions that I’ll need to dig deep to find answers to. I’m busy. Do I have the time for this?’

You may say you don’t have time to do this. I say you don’t have time not to. The Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus asked, ‘How much longer are you going to wait before you demand the best for yourself?’

Let’s begin.




Ten Year Career bonus companion course

To help guide you through your Ten Year Career, I have created a free companion course that includes bonus video content, worksheets, step-by-step guides, and all the resources and links mentioned in this book plus many more.

The companion course helps you apply the concepts in the book to your business to ensure its success, and I recommend you sign up right now.

The course is organized according to the chapters of Ten Year Career, so it’s super simple to follow alongside the book so that you can get more from every chapter. Just like the book, the companion course is dedicated to your success and happiness.

I look forward to seeing you there!

Visit jodiecook.com/TYC for free access to your Ten Year Career bonus materials.







1

The Lies We Live

•  •  •

‘OK, see you soon!’ my mum said with a wave.

I sat on the bed and looked around the box of a room that was now my home. The walls were bare, the bed tiny, and the curtains a strange shade of green. I had a feeling that I was, too.

When my mum dropped me off at university, I was completely unprepared. I turned up with a suitcase of summer clothes, a chunky pink laptop and a box of cereal bars. My flatmates had at least thought to bring plates, pots and pans. My contribution to the kitchen was a spatula I won at freshers’ fair.

Behind my confident smile and positive demeanour, I felt lost. I wasn’t sure how or why I had ended up here. I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know who I was or what I wanted.

On the surface I was independent. I had worked in a restaurant since turning 16. I learned how to drive and bought myself a car with my wages the moment I could. But when confronted with three years of studying and doing exams, putting life on hold for a certificate, I wasn’t completely sure I’d chosen this path.

My university degree in business management was another step on the education conveyor belt. I had played along for 14 years and somehow ended up in Sheffield with a distinct lack of cutlery, literally and metaphorically. Something was awry. I was going to figure it out.

Have you ever looked back at an old picture and cringed at your hairstyle? You might cringe because you never liked it back then; you were wearing it that way because you felt you should. Like many of my peers, I bumbled my way to this point without ever questioning whether I actually wanted what I was doing. With more self-awareness, I would have realized that I did not know how to think for myself, and that this would be a problem.

This chapter delves into the ways we are trained out of thinking for ourselves. Most of us live by outdated beliefs we blindly follow without questioning. Where might this lead? What is the root cause? What’s the difference between thinking for yourself and ambling along? In these pages I’ll show you the ways in which you can and should be thinking differently. Let’s stop these unhelpful influences and limiting beliefs killing your gains once and for all.


Outdated beliefs

Sophie loves baking cakes. After carefully weighing the ingredients, mixing the batter and baking, she takes her cake out to inspect her work. She removes it from its square cake tin and proceeds to cut off each of the four corners, leaving it to cool before icing.

Once, when visiting during this process, a friend of Sophie’s asked her why she cut off the corners. Sophie replied she did it because her mother always had. She called her mother to ask why she cut the corners off the cake. Her mother said she did it because her mother always had. Sophie called her grandma.

‘Grandma, why did you cut the corners off your cake?’ asked Sophie.

‘My cake tin was square, but my cake box was round,’ she explained. ‘I had to cut off the corners so it would fit.’

Sophie had plenty of cake boxes, in a variety of shapes, as did her mother. For years, both had been following a process based on a truth that no longer held.

We’re all guilty of cutting the corners off our cakes without asking why.

We don’t always operate based on our own considered thoughts and actions. Perhaps you agreed to an opportunity because you were flattered someone wanted you involved, even though it distracted from your primary goal. Do you spend your evenings watching some show you don’t like because you don’t want to miss out? Maybe you didn’t go out with someone who asked you on a date because of what a friend thought of them. Or you’re with someone because of what your parents think of them.

Think back to the last time you did something without thinking for yourself about it. If you’re very honest, that time was very recent – perhaps today. The truth is we all act, to some extent, based on unquestioned beliefs and systems – beliefs about how we should spend our days or what our house should look like or where we should live. Beliefs about what is and isn’t feasible and the way of the world.



Blindly following

Even when we think we’re choosing for ourselves, we’re not.

During a scene in The Devil Wears Prada, intern Andy (Anne Hathaway) sniggers as her colleague decides between two belts. To Andy, the belts look exactly the same. Her boss, powerful Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), head of the fashion magazine Runway, sees the snigger and begins a calm attack on Andy’s outfit. She asserts that while Andy thinks she indifferently selected the shapeless blue jumper she wears, actually, the specific blue shade was created, iterated and marketed by designers, editors and members of the fashion elite. While Andy, she says, might feel that all this fashion talk is beneath her, her sweater decision was made by the people in this room. Andy’s smile vanishes.

You might think that you’re smarter than that. You might think that your unbiased opinion and reasoned choice govern everything you think and do. But are you sure?

You chose your high school subjects. The university you went to, your college major. The graduate scheme you completed or the job you joined after graduating. You chose them all yourself.

Except you didn’t.

They chose you. You saw a predefined set of options and picked one of them.

University marketing budgets are huge. Each government has quotas to hit. You are a number in a box on a spreadsheet that becomes a number in another box on another spreadsheet. You travelled the path expected of you. And why wouldn’t you? Everyone else was doing it.

People often ridicule school dropouts, but they may be the only ones who understand.

The problem isn’t only school. We are led to follow blindly in every aspect of our lives. You think you’re choosing what you want, but you’re not.

Consider what you eat. Menu psychology determines how to format a restaurant menu to maximize profit. It’s a science. Best practice says that the most expensive item should be in the top right corner, because that’s where a customer’s eyes go first. This is where to put the mixed grill or the lobster – the obnoxiously expensive item that makes the others look cheap in comparison, with huge profit margins. It’s there for show, but the restaurant wins if someone orders it.

There should be no currency symbols on a compelling menu. Currency symbols make prices look too much like money. Even better, round prices to one or no decimal places to extend the dissociation and encourage a higher spend. Don’t line prices up. Instead, align them to the end of each dish title so they are harder to compare.

There’s more. The wine with the highest profit margin is the second cheapest wine on the list. Menu creators know that guests avoid the house wine for fear of looking stingy. The one after that is the most popular, but its cost price is less than the house option. Then there’s the music. The restaurant where I worked through sixth form played a specific CD during service. The title: ‘Music to watch customers buy’. The songs were about treating yourself and your date, about indulgence, lavishness and having a great time. The songs rewired customers’ brains to a more frivolous channel.

Department stores take people around the longest journey possible, so they see more products. Impulse purchases are next to the till. Then there’s subliminal pairing. Ever arrived at the cinema only to crave popcorn? Of course you have. Popcorn, served in cinemas, is the globally recognized symbol for watching a film. You buy popcorn because that’s what people do at movies. Do you still think it’s your choice?

If you explained the concept of a mortgage to an alien, they would think you were crazy for even considering it. Yet we take mortgages for granted. Our rewired brains think that a mortgage is a great idea. Everyone else is doing it, so surely it’s fine. But is it? If the caption ‘We’ve signed for 35 years of debt’ accompanied pictures of happy new homeowners holding keys, the sentiment might be different.

In 2020, during the Covid-19 lockdown, the number of dogs purchased soared. Google searches for ‘buy a puppy’ increased by 120 per cent in the first month of lockdown. ‘Adopt a puppy’ searches rose by 133 per cent, according to the UK charity Dogs Trust. People were at home; walking was one of the only reasons to venture out. Everyone else seemed to have a dog. There were pictures on social media of families buying one, reinforcing it as a good idea. Dogs are good for Instagram likes.

The dogs were happy, but were the people? When reality sunk in and they realized they had been keeping up with the Joneses instead of making their own choices, what happened? In the months following the spike in adoption, Dogs Trust received a record number of calls about rehoming dogs. If we don’t think about our decisions, we will regret them.

If you are going to build a Ten Year Career, begin with understanding what to think about – perhaps something you have never examined – and how to think about it.

An indoctrination process is at play for much of life that we take for granted. Inception comes first; introduction of the concept followed by the subtle messaging that it is a good idea. Then comes awareness. Suddenly you see that purchase you toyed with everywhere. It must be a sign! Then we see others making that decision, which reinforces our plans – so we make them, too. Social media adds a new level of awareness and means trends can spread beyond local friendship groups or workplaces and across the world.

This works not only with purchases but with life events and how we assume they should be. The marketing tells us one thing – but it might not be true. Moving house does not have to be stressful. You don’t need to own a television. You can have breakfast at any time of day. You don’t have to binge in December and detox in January. You can make resolutions whenever feels right. If something has gone out of fashion, you can still wear it. Wiring happens everywhere. Department store ads tell us what a mother or a father should look like. Or a fun picnic. Or a Christmas dinner.

When a life decision, purchase or way of acting seems the normal thing to do, many will do it without questioning. Humans naturally want to stay away from danger, a proclivity that has been used to condition us to conform and not question. We are rewired to blindly follow.

Ask: who is persuading us to do what, and why? Who creates the truth? You do. Or you can, with enough intention.

If we assume that each person is holding at least a few beliefs that don’t serve them, if finding safety in numbers and going along with a crowd become second nature, where does that lead?



Where it leads

Imagine viewing your city from a height. You would see thousands of people going about their day, following linear paths. They travel the same ups and downs as everyone else, and they hardly question the way.

Harry arrived on his first day at my agency ready to get cracking. His CV was strong, and he got good grades at school. He had a bit of work experience and came across well during his interview. He negotiated a higher starting salary because his mum told him he should. The negotiation had worked, and here he was: overpaid, overdressed and ready to begin.

Harry could follow a process diligently. He did his best work when it was a series of tasks accompanied by clear instructions. He didn’t think outside tick box tasks and would keep doing the same thing even when results suggested a change in method. Unless someone else, a manager or colleague, provided the new direction, Harry followed the same route to little avail. He kept on ticking his tasks. He was a human nodding dog.

Harry would gauge work by its difficulty: difficult was bad and easy was good. If difficult things cropped up, Harry ignored them until they went away. He didn’t like talking to clients with probing questions, scrapping a campaign and starting again, or testing a new way forward. He would make difficult things someone else’s problem. He’d move towards easy wherever possible but fail to see that it was limiting his potential and narrowing his comfort zone.

In discussions about improving, Harry would point to the stressful time he was having outside work: moving to a new house, transitioning to a new job, having to wake up earlier. We couldn’t rely on Harry for anything other than following a set process to defined standards. Where could he have learned that?

The beliefs and systems that shaped Harry were not set up so he, or you, could maximize potential and live a dream life. They serve another purpose, and it starts with schooling.

Harry is not a bad person. Harry is a product of the education system, intelligent and great on paper but not fit for purpose, other than for a production line or factory work. The opposite of resourceful, Harry needs a teacher and a mark scheme. He wants to progress along a linear route in his career, against defined standards, and attributes lack of progress to each employer. He waits for each line manager to provide the answers and change his destiny. Harry job-hops, looking for an easier way to make his mark, and will continue taking side steps in his career until he has an epiphany or a midlife crisis. We’re all a bit of Harry sometimes.

The schooling system creates people like this. It’s set up for people to follow instructions, follow rules and secure standard, safe jobs. But clerical roles and those involving following simple processes are declining in number. Automation is replacing so many jobs that adaptability and creativity are the most important skills to hold.

Author Seth Godin would call Harry a cog. A cog in a wheel, ‘standing by, waiting for instructions’. Schooling can reduce progression to tick boxes, but the jobs of today cannot, and neither can entrepreneurship. ‘Your ability to follow instructions,’ Godin writes, ‘is not the secret to your success.’

Online learning platform Udemy has courses that explain how to start or grow a business. These courses, of which there are thousands, provide theory, case studies and step-by-step breakdowns. There are formulae for choosing a business idea, email templates to copy, and guidance on how to do every aspect of running a business. The one-star reviews of any given course speak volumes. Bad reviews don’t mention production quality or presenter style. Instead, they blame the course for not spoon-feeding. ‘Wasn’t relevant to my business’, ‘Didn’t result in sales’, ‘Didn’t understand how to do it’ are phrases that come up repeatedly. Participants expect the presenter to play the role of a teacher, providing the curriculum and the mark scheme, and teaching everything required to grow a successful business. When that doesn’t happen, it’s the course creator’s fault. The student didn’t want to figure anything out for themselves. They’ve never had to so far.

But that doesn’t work, and it can never work because entrepreneurship can’t be spoon-fed. No two journeys are the same. There is no fixed path to success. It requires critical and intentional thinking at every stage.

Those who use the material as inspiration and guidance but apply their own enthusiasm and imagination do well, but they would have done well anyway. Those who follow but don’t think, not realizing thinking is required, wind up frustrated and resolve to leave a bad review. The latter is all too common.



The root cause

An education conveyor belt exists, and it’s likely you’ve been through it. It starts with enrolling at primary school and moves on to secondary school and college. We learn how to stay in line, follow a curriculum and pass exams. We pick from a finite set of options for how we’ll spend the following few years, and that keeps happening. We think we are in control, but it’s an illusion.

Schools cater for the slowest moving. They split pupils into sets based on ability. People learn in different ways but are all taught using the same methods. Every student is graded against the same standards based on what they can recall for an exam paper. It’s normal, so we believe it’s right.

Author John Taylor Gatto, who taught in New York schools for 30 years, thinks schooling does more harm than good. The problem is not just what is taught, it’s how: ‘School trains children to be employees and consumers; teach your own to be leaders and adventurers. School trains children to obey reflexively; teach your own to think critically and independently.’ Instead we conform and toe the line and don’t realize what’s happening. How did you learn to be a leader and adventurer? How did you learn critical thinking and independence? Probably not from schooling; that education came elsewhere.

Most establishments are likely doing the best they can within a web of standards. Schooling teaches students how to pass exams because that’s how schools are assessed. Colleges prepare students to get a job because that’s how colleges are assessed. A curriculum consists of subjects, and subjects consist of levels. Students learn the levels in turn, assessed via exams. The exams measure ability levels against a mark scheme. The school year teaches students about a subject according to what will be on the exam. Students sit the exam, regurgitate knowledge, and then forget.

In the mess of curricula, mark schemes and governing bodies, questioning and thinking for ourselves are schooled out of us. The damage is twofold. First, we teach young people to obediently follow orders and do the minimum required to pass exams. Second, we define success as passing tests for which you knew exactly how to prepare. Independence and resourcefulness are not required to pass through this system. Whether you develop that depends on other factors.

Pushing everyone along a one-size-fits-all route doesn’t create independent and resourceful people. It’s not what sets up happy and successful futures.

Humans choose pleasure and avoid pain, but most coast in the middle doing enough to stay out of trouble but not enough to make a change. It can take something drastic to create a realization that leads to progress, either consistent inspiration or a moment of sheer desperation that creates growth. Or, you can develop the discipline to choose change without a crisis. That’s how you build a Ten Year Career.

The normal route will keep you blending in and playing small. It’s not easy to realize what’s happening or step away from it because it’s normalized among groups. Office politics. Water cooler conversations. Playing games. If you let them, they will keep you aiming low and not standing out too much. But blending in and going with a crowd isn’t where the magic happens.

Going with the crowd can look different from what you expect. You might think you are breaking away when you aren’t. I once interviewed someone named Max. I asked him about his plans, and he told me that he wanted to work at an agency and then start his own. Impressed with his ambition, I had many questions. How exciting, Max! What type of agency will you start? Who will your clients be?

Max didn’t know. Max didn’t know because he planned to start his agency when he had ten years of working for others under his belt. I had more questions. Why ten years? Why not now? What did he hope to gain from the experience of work that would mean he could start up alone? It turned out Max had seen a statistic on the average age of people who started a business that became a success. He had decided that was when he would start his, and he had ten years to kill before then.

Once you start breaking away, there will be resistance. You will be doing what many others don’t have the courage to do. You will stand out and appear different and they might feel threatened. Yet you’ll find fans and champions along with haters and naysayers.

The old model isn’t relevant anymore. Things change faster now. This is not a dress rehearsal and we’re not going to live for ever. The goal is not to punch keys on a computer until we die. There is another way.



Thinking for yourself

By my third year of university I was itching to finish. I felt like I was in limbo, waiting for real life to start. Yet when I graduated, I didn’t know what to do, so I took the next logical step and enrolled on a graduate scheme with the UK’s National Skills Academy (NSA) for Social Care, set up to create the next wave of social care leaders.

Each person interned at a social care organization for a year. The NSA, rather than the host, paid our wages, and every two months we attended a two-day cohort-wide intensive leadership course. Here we brought challenges and observations from our workplaces for discussion. We were also assigned a business coach to work with throughout the year.

Combining challenging work experience with personal development created leaders in social care every year that the scheme was in place. It worked because we learned how to question. Only recently did I come to appreciate how fortunate I was to have an intense programme of personal development that so few entrepreneurs have at the start of their journey.

Some of the host organizations had been operating in the same way for 30 years but were being forced by the market to adapt, something our fresh perspectives could help with. When we faced resistance from our host organizations, we had support networks with whom to work through challenges. We discussed the possibilities and shared our experiences with 24 other people. We were taught empathy and persuasion in a work context, so we could sell our ideas back to our host organizations.

The two-day courses included group coaching, personality tests and critical thinking exercises most 21-year-olds had never heard of. We took the personality tests so we could understand ourselves better. We interrogated our strengths and weaknesses and discovered our preferred working style. This was the foundation from which we built. Critical thinking exercises established us as the drivers of our careers, not the other way around. The NSA gave us permission to unpack and question authority and longstanding processes. Having been through normal schooling up to that point, such behaviour wasn’t second nature to any of us.

The group coaching method, in which we split into groups of four or five and took turns bringing a problem or challenge to the group, was uncomfortable at first. I would explain a specific challenge, and the others would ask me questions. They offered no advice or words of wisdom, just fired question after question that I had to answer. When I didn’t have a good answer they kept pressing. Shoddy responses wouldn’t cut it. I had to think and speak coherently with four sets of beady eyes on me, ready with their follow-ups. The group coaching meant that, although we were at identical stages in our careers, we could use each other as resources. Breakthroughs for some meant breakthroughs for all.

These and other one-to-one coaching sessions, which we had every month, allowed me to become an observer of my career rather than a passive cog in a wheel. I was becoming less of a worker bee and more of the queen. We all were. I watched, made notes, and tried to make sense of what I was learning. When I had a coaching session coming up, I became more aware of what was happening in my day-to-day, which was my material, my muse and my content for the sessions. When I felt like I hadn’t been able to contribute to a meeting, I told my coach and we worked out why. I came away with a plan of how to be better at my job. When my boss said something I didn’t understand, we’d unpack it and work out what they meant.

I felt like I was actively watching myself at work rather than bumbling along wishing the clock would hit 5 pm. I was present, aware and alert. The self-development sessions gave my week direction and my work a purpose.

By teaching us how







	Personality and working style analyses, to understand myself

	Making regular notes in my notebook, to observe and later analyse

	One-to-one coaching sessions, to unpack challenges and question events

	Questioning within a group of individuals at similar stages, to see and think from a variety of perspectives

	Being encouraged to question both authority and the norm.












	Question your beliefs – are they outdated?

	Notice limiting beliefs when used by others.

	Ask yourself where you are blindly following or being led.

	Traditional education doesn’t prepare you to thrive. It’s a conveyor belt.

	‘Normal’ keeps you playing small.

	Learn to think for yourself!
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