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Introduction

There is often a time in our lives when we want, or need, to press pause on our careers. You may have taken a career break to look after young children, to support teenagers through exams or mental health problems, to care for elderly parents or a partner with a terminal illness, to recover from cancer, burnout or bereavement, to relocate to a new country, or for a whole mix of reasons. Now, after two years, ten years or twenty years, you’re ready to get back to fulfilling work. And, if you’re thinking That’s easier said than done, this book is for you!

You may have done no paid work at all for many years. You might have been working, here and there, on a small scale, or perhaps you have set up your own small side hustle or business. Now you’re ready to ramp your career back up, but you’re finding it daunting. Perhaps you’ve lost confidence and are questioning whether you’re even employable. You might be stuck wondering what to do next or how to go about finding a job after many years out of the workplace. You might even be at the point of losing hope, because you’ve applied for hundreds of jobs and have got absolutely nowhere – and now you’re thinking Where do I go from here?

How can I help? In this book I will draw on my decades of experience to consider the challenges you might face all the way along the return-to-work journey – psychological, practical, societal – and I will help you to navigate your way through, using a mixture of advice, coaching exercises and psychology research.

I’m a returner myself. More importantly, I am a leading return-to-work expert and a Chartered Psychologist. Over the years, I have supported many thousands of people in their return to work, initially through my own career psychology coaching practice and, since 2014, through Career Returners, a social business I co-founded to enable professionals who have taken long career breaks to return to work.

At Career Returners, we have partnered with over two hundred leading employers to bring over four thousand professionals back into skilled jobs, with the support of our Career Returners Coaching. We introduced the concept of returnships and other returner programmes into the UK and Ireland and now work globally. We have partnered with the UK and Scottish governments to run career coaching and job skills programmes for a variety of groups of returners, including parents and carers, and professionals in financial need. What’s more, we provide advice, inspiration and connection to over ten thousand more returners worldwide through our Career Returners Community. I was proud to be awarded an MBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours in 2019 for Services to Business and Equality, in recognition of my role in changing the landscape for returners in the UK.

With all this experience, I can assure you that it is possible to get back to a great job, even after decades away. But I also know, very well, that it’s not easy. You are not alone if you’re finding it tough. Much of society and the employment market worldwide is still working from an outdated perception that successful careers are linear, without gaps. This leads to a frustratingly high level of recruitment bias against candidates without recent experience. That bias leads, in turn, to the ‘career break penalty’, whereby too many returners end up taking jobs well below their skill level, or not getting back at all.

It seems clear to me that career breaks should be viewed as a valued part of a lifetime career, with employers recognising the wealth of skills and perspective gained during and because of those breaks. This is my personal mission, which I’ve been championing since 2014 through Career Returners. I see this as the future of work. We’re all living longer lives and we know that we will likely be working for forty, fifty or more years. Clearly, most of us are going to want or need to take a career break at some point.

The great news is that many employers around the world are waking up to the power of the returner. It’s a good time to be returning to work! And, just as importantly, there are well-proven actions and mindsets that you can adopt to take yourself successfully along the road back to work. It doesn’t matter how long your career break has been, what sector you’re in, or where you are in the world – you can get back into fulfilling work that fits with your life, and this book will show you how.

How to use this book

The following pages provide a step-by-step route map for the road back to work: from starting out, to searching and applying for jobs, through to the first six months of transition into a new role. Getting back to work successfully has both a psychological and a practical side. First, you need to do the mental groundwork. You need to believe that it’s possible to return, be clear on why you want to return, and get your mind and confidence in the right place. These are the foundation steps that will help you to keep moving forward, to maintain your motivation, resilience and determination along what is often a long and winding road.

The book is dotted through with returner case studies, to bring to life the challenges, the advice and the coaching exercises. I’ve created these case studies as anonymised composites, to maintain individual confidentiality, but they are all very much based on the thousands of real returners that I have met and supported on their path back to work, personally as a coach, and through my brilliant team of return-to-work coaches at Career Returners.

What can you expect from the book?

Part I covers Starting Out. It will help you to feel positive about your decision to go back to work, to understand your motivations, to boost your confidence, to reinforce your sense of possibility, and to decide which direction you’d like to head in.

Part II covers Finding Work That Works. It will show you how to identify more specific opportunities, how to craft and hone your ‘career break story’, and how to succeed at applying for jobs.

Part III covers Thriving Back at Work. It will provide you with tools and advice on getting ready to go back to work, adjusting to a new work–life balance, rediscovering your professional identity and coping with the emotional rollercoaster of the first six months back.

Some parts of the book will be chattier, more psychological, more macro – for example, the chapters on mental blocks (Chapter 1), confidence (Chapter 2), and the emotional rollercoaster of your early days back (Chapter 10). Some parts of the book will be heavier on practical detail, more like a workbook – for example, the chapters on setting your career compass (Chapter 4), how to talk about your career break (Chapter 6) and how to succeed in a return-to-work job search (Chapter 7).

I’ll be sharing fundamental mindsets, tactics and creative ways of thinking to help you to tackle the challenges of getting back to work after a long break. You’ll also find more detail on some of the psychology research and concepts underpinning my advice. This isn’t a textbook, so inevitably there will be some simplification, but the references are at the back if you’d like to read more.

What I’m not going to cover are some of the more detailed job search logistics, or the ins and outs of setting up your own business. There are already myriad books and websites out there on how to write a great CV/résumé, build your interview skills and set up as an entrepreneur. As these practical aspects differ from year to year, country to country, and sector to sector, I’ll leave it to you to look out for the relevant resources for your circumstances.

This book is likely to be most helpful if you work through it from the start, taking each set of topics and exercises in turn. But you can, of course, dip into specific chapters if you prefer, to solve a particular problem.

This book distils everything that I have learned in the last fifteen years about what works, and what doesn’t, in the return-to-work journey. My hope is to provide as many career returners as possible with a clear, supportive and expert roadmap, to guide you back to fulfilling work that fits with your life, thriving and stronger than ever!




PART I

STARTING OUT




1

‘Shall I, Shan’t I, Shall I, Shan’t I?’

How to Get Past Your Mental Return-to-Work Blocks

In 2001 I was on my own career break. I had previously worked in corporate strategy and marketing, in exciting international roles. When I had my daughter in late 1997, I didn’t plan to take a long break. But life happened, we relocated from Australia back to London, all the interesting jobs at my level involved a huge amount of travel, good childcare was expensive and hard to find, and I felt a huge pull to stay at home to enjoy the early years. So I decided not to go back to work after my maternity leave. I then had another child and juggled baby and toddler with a house renovation. At this point, four years since my last job, I was starting to get itchy feet. But I was indecisive. Some days, all I wanted was to get back to my old job and not feel that my qualifications and experience were going to waste. On others, I wanted to do something completely different. And most days, I couldn’t see past how complicated and stressful it would be to do anything at all beyond the caring responsibilities that subsumed my time and energy. I felt guilty about the potential impact on my family and unsure about how the logistics might pan out. These doubts kept me awake in the middle of many nights, inwardly debating the pros and cons – and that uncertainty held me up for fourteen frustrating months.

You may not have the financial luxury of choosing whether to go back to work or not. Or it might be that this really isn’t the right moment for you to return: you might not be motivated enough yet, or perhaps your practical constraints are too demanding (we will come back to both motivation and practicalities later). Or you might have, like me, the urge to go back to something, but be procrastinating, flip-flopping and worrying.


‘After a separation and imminent divorce, I’m now a single parent, and it is vital for me to become financially independent to support my family. But I relocated during my break and I am starting work in a new country, so the pressures are piling up. I feel so alone.’ Bettina, marketing manager, after a six-year break

‘I’ve had an awful three years after being diagnosed with breast cancer and coping with chemo, and now my confidence is shattered. I can’t see the wood for the trees when I think about getting back to work. I can’t even get over the initial hurdle of submitting a job application.’ Chris, librarian, after a three-year break

‘My main blocker in returning to work is finding a suitable job in my field that accommodates my family of three young children. I’d love to find something that I could do during school hours or flexibly during holiday times, but this often seems impossible. My confidence and faith in my skills has also been significantly impacted by my career break and I sometimes feel paralysed by the two, which stops me from starting my search. I’m not even sure if I really want to go back.’ Susanna, finance manager, after a seven-year break



Whatever the reasons for your ambivalence, anxiety or procrastination, this chapter can help. I’ll shed light on some of the ways in which you might be stuck, and I will help you to gently loosen some of that stuckness. I cannot, sadly, remove all the practical barriers to returning (I’ll tackle these in future chapters). But I can help you to cut through some of the mental noise, so that you can better understand your own thinking, feel more positive and get past your doubts and ambivalence. Overall, I can help you get out of the endless ‘shall I, shan’t I?’ loop.

Here you are, like me, awake in the middle of the night. You’re thinking: I want a new challenge. Wouldn’t it be great to be more intellectually stimulated, to go to meetings and contribute to meaningful discussions, to feel valued by colleagues? You’re thinking: Wouldn’t it be great just to put on work clothes and go to an office and have a chat over a hot coffee again? But you’re also thinking: What if I can’t do it? What if I fail? What if I’ve nothing to offer any more? What if everything’s changed about work since I’ve been out? What if everything falls apart at home while I’m not there? What if I’m not physically (or mentally) up to going back? Is it too soon? Is it too late?

Negativity bias: Velcro/Teflon

These kinds of fears and doubts are all too common. As neuropsychologist Dr Rick Hanson says, ‘Your brain is like Velcro for negative experiences but Teflon for positive ones.’ Your brain is hard-wired towards negativity: to let negative thoughts stick, and positive ones bounce away. This is coded at an evolutionary level. Because our brains evolved in the time of predatory sabre-toothed tigers, they’re primed to scan for danger and shout about risk. It’s better to be cautious than be eaten!

So your brain wants to keep you safe first, and fulfilment and happiness come way down the list. When you consider a major life change such as returning to work, your brain fires up its risk assessment: the negativity bias. And then, if you decide to stay put, your brain rewards you: a flood of reassuring chemicals in response to the promise of safety. But it’s a short-term benefit, and you’re still stuck.


Psychology: Negativity bias

Negativity bias means, essentially, that our brains respond more intensely to negative stimuli than to neutral or positive stimuli. Then, the negative weighs more potently in our decision-making than the positive. And, finally, negative emotions last longer than positive ones. It’s a real triple whammy.

There have been lots of studies to identify and support negativity bias. Here are just a few examples:


• In 1998, Tiffany Ito and colleagues showed study participants thirty-three different photos, and measured their brain’s electrical activity as they looked at them. They discovered that negative pictures (for example, a mutilated face) inspired more brain activity than neutral ones (like a plate) or positive ones (for example, people enjoying a rollercoaster).

• In a classic study by behavioural economists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, people who imagined losing $50 had a much stronger emotional response than those imagining winning $50. This is linked to a cognitive bias called ‘loss aversion’ (that is, the pain of losing is psychologically more powerful than the pleasure of winning).

• Psychologist Randy Larsen asked a diverse sample of people to keep detailed daily diaries, noting down their emotional experiences and how long those lasted. He found that negative emotions such as sadness, anger and anxiety lasted significantly longer than positive emotions such as happiness and joy.





We’re smart people: rational, logical people. For most experiences, our brains are an asset, and we are used to them being on our side. It can therefore be tricky to recognise the moments in which our brain is working against us and to see our negative thoughts for what they are: a negative inner voice – beliefs not facts.

Sadly, our negative inner voice is very persistent. Trying to simply dismiss or ignore its negative messages doesn’t often work. When you try too hard not to think about a thing, it conversely takes up more space in your mind. As a mini-experiment to prove this to yourself, tell yourself not to think about something that’s worrying you – you’ll see that the more you tell yourself not to think about it, the larger it looms in your mind! However, you’re not powerless, as there are various self-coaching techniques that you can use to help put your negative inner voice in its place:


• Give it a nickname, like your ‘Gremlin’ for example, then train yourself to spot and label the negative thought when it occurs: ‘Here’s my Gremlin again!’ This helps to diffuse the power of the thought, separating you from the thought so that you can look at it more objectively.

• At the end of every day, reflect on, and list, three things that went well, and three things that you could improve next time.

• Try positive ‘what-iffing’ to reframe your thinking. By which I mean, turn all your negative ‘What ifs’ on their head:


– Reframe ‘What if I fail?’ as ‘What if I succeed?’

– Reframe ‘What if I hate it?’ as ‘What if I love it?’

– Reframe ‘What if I have nothing to offer?’ as ‘What if I have lots to offer?’

– Stop for a moment and say to yourself: ‘What if I can do this?’ and see how good it feels to get a sense of hope and possibility.



• Test your negative thoughts using a coaching exercise called ‘Balance the scales’ (below).



[image: A notebook icon to suggest writing notes] Self-coaching exercise: Balance the scales

The aim of the exercise is to recognise your negative thoughts and balance them with more positive messages.


1 When the next negative thought about returning to work occurs to you, write it down. Quite often, the simple act of writing something down – drawing it out of your head and onto a piece of paper – diminishes its power.

2 Balance the thought. Use the more rational side of your brain to consider what evidence you have to support the thought, and then look for evidence to use against it. In other words, collect evidence to establish whether this thought is a fact or a belief.

3 Separate out your psychological barriers (those with limited or no factual base) from the practical ones. For now, just make a note of the latter, and put them aside. We’ll look at how you can address practical barriers later on in the book.

4 Harness your inner champion. What would a good friend or supportive family member say to you in response to this thought you’re having? Either ask them or imagine what they would say. Now write down these more hopeful messages. Next time the negative thought hits, re-read these messages, to turn up the volume on a more positive voice.













	Negative thought

	Evidence for

	Evidence against

	Psychological or practical?

	Inner champion messages






	 

 

 

 

 

 

	 

	 

	 

	 






Balancing the scales for myself

Back to my dilemma in 2002, after a lot of thinking and talking, I finally decided to go back to university to retrain as an occupational psychologist. I’d decided on my way forward, and I’d signed up for an intensive conversion course, with a lot of time in class and studying. I was excited by it, but I was still fretting in the night. These were some of the negative thoughts going around my head: my children have always had me around, they’re too little, they won’t cope without me; I’ll be too tired and stressed, I can’t do both things well enough. One morning, I did the ‘Balance the scales’ exercise for myself. I took a blank piece of paper, and I wrote my thoughts down. I considered what evidence I had to support my thoughts, looking for hard facts, not beliefs. I decided that it was true I would not be able to do school pick-up every day, but I could be around enough if I was back for bedtime. I knew from the developmental psychology books I had read that young children benefit in lots of ways from socialising at childcare. I called a good friend who went back to work a year before, and she told me that, although she spent less time with her family than she did before, she had more energy now in the time she does spend with them. Going back to work had made her happy and fulfilled, and she brought all that positivity back home with her. A few nights later when I woke up, worrying, I reminded myself of these positive things. And I went back to sleep.

Here are some other examples of balancing the scales, in action:

Balancing the scales – examples











	Negative thought

	Evidence for

	Evidence against

	Psychological or practical?

	Inner champion messages






	I can’t do it. I’m too old and I’ve forgotten everything

	I last interviewed for a job 15 years ago. When I did an online tech course, I found it so hard

	I found a podcast with lots of people who went back to work at my age. I passed the course and can do more upskilling courses

	Psychological

	I have valuable skills that will come back quickly when I start to use them. I’m just out of practice!




	No one will want to employ me after such a long break

	I have sent out 50+ applications with no reply. A recruitment agency told me I need to start again

	The podcast had people with even longer breaks. Some employers are running returner programmes

	A mix of both

	There are employers out there who will recognise my value




	I’ll never find a job that will fit around my family commitments

	I can’t do a long commute every day. There are few part-time jobs in my area

	The world of work has changed. With hybrid working, I could probably make it work

	A mix of both

	Flexibility doesn’t just mean part-time! Hybrid working could work for me




	I don’t have the energy to work

	My days are really full. I’m very tired most of the time

	Psychology research shows energy is not finite and can expand

	Psychological

	If I’m happier and more fulfilled, I will have more energy






There are a lot of themes we’ve pulled out here that we will come back to later in more detail: upskilling, job applications, the practicalities of arranging work around your life, and vice versa. For now, we are simply aiming to quieten your negativity bias and access a more positive voice.

Reinforce your positive messages

Pick out your best, most powerful inner champion messages, and then make them really visible. In the months when I was gearing up to return to study, I put a sticky note on my laptop that read: ‘My family will be happier if I am happier and have more energy for them.’

These are some self-motivating messages that other returners have crafted:


• I have so much value to bring to an employer.

• I am talented.

• I am worthy and deserving.

• I have come so far – I can get there.

• What’s the worst that can happen?

• I can do this – just take one step at a time.



Guilt

In describing my own experience here, and in my many years of working with returners, we uncover a very common negative thought: guilt. This might not be relevant in all cases (if you’ve had a health-related break, for example), but in my experience, guilt hits most strongly for returners with caring responsibilities: particularly mothers, but also fathers, daughters, sons, wives, husbands and partners.

I talk to Divya. She is in her late thirties and has two sons, aged six and ten. She used to work in tech as a software developer but paused her career to settle her family in after she moved to a new country, and with one thing and another she didn’t go back to work. Her career break has now stretched to seven years and she is starting to get the itch, the feeling that her brain has gone idle. She enjoyed being a pioneering woman in tech and now feels that she’s wasting all those years of training. She still feels ambitious – she wants to do more, but she tells me, ‘I don’t think my boys can manage without me. They’re so reliant on me. I feel so selfish wanting to leave them.’ Her mother and her friends from the school gates are questioning her decision to go back to work. She’d probably have to commute at least a few days a week, and she’s unlikely to even earn much after childcare and travel costs. She’s thinking: Why can’t I just be happy looking after my family?

I’m not surprised that so many mothers decide not to go back to work, even when they feel mentally unfulfilled at home. The ‘selfishness’ of working mothers is an idea embedded at a cultural, subconscious level. And the guilt message is pervasive: in the media, in books and films, in the conversations I and my coaches have had with hundreds of women. ‘All working mothers feel guilty, don’t they?’ is a phrase I’ve heard so many times, from successful women in business as well as from returning mothers. And it’s a belief I always challenge.

Why does guilt exist?

Healthy guilt is a sign that our conscience is working effectively. It is there to tell us that we are hurting others, failing to do something right or actively doing something wrong.


Psychology: Guilt

Back in 1872, Charles Darwin proposed an evolutionary theory of emotions. He argued that emotions have a biological origin, which can be traced right back to our primitive behaviours. He suggested that different emotional states, such as happiness, sadness, fear, anger, surprise and disgust, developed to help us to respond effectively to our environment. Fear to keep us safe, disgust to keep us healthy, surprise to enhance our perception and response to stimuli, and so on.

The evolutionary benefits of guilt are not immediately obvious, so where does guilt fit in? The most influential explanation is Robert Frank’s commitment model, which proposes a social – but still evolutionary – explanation. According to Frank, guilt provides built-in emotional restraint that reduces internal conflict within a group. It gives a group an evolutionary advantage by making members more reluctant to step out of line, and more likely to build bridges if they do cause harm to each other. This makes the group more harmonious and cooperative, increasing the likelihood of survival for everyone in the group. In this way, guilt became established as a core human emotion.



Healthy guilt, therefore, is a useful tool – a warning flag that leads (hopefully) to constructive change. But it is important, too, to take a step back. Guilt is an emotion that we experience because we believe we’ve caused harm to someone. The emotion of guilt follows directly on from thinking that you’re responsible for hurting someone, whether or not this is the case.

So, feeling guilty doesn’t make you guilty. Too often, guilt arises from judging ourselves by impossible standards, or being influenced by the perceived judgement of others. In these cases, it is not a healthy emotion but a destructive one, and it gets in the way of our quality of life. In caring for others, we get used to putting our needs at the bottom of the pile. And we decide that trying to make them more of a priority is selfish.

It’s time to reframe that. We need to balance our needs alongside the needs of our families. How often, before having children or becoming a carer for a family member, did we label doing something positive for ourselves (playing a sport, learning a language, reading a book) as ‘selfish’? Very rarely, I suspect.

Reassuringly, psychological research has found that work and family don’t have to be in conflict: satisfying work can have a ‘positive spillover’ effect on family life. When we feel competent, satisfied and supported at work, we have more energy and a more positive outlook at home – and vice versa. Our different worlds actually ‘enrich’ each other. The truth of this is borne out by my own experience in years of working with returners. I’ve found, just as my sticky note reminded me, that returners tend to be surprised and relieved by the positive effects of combining work with family.


Psychology: Work–family enrichment

You probably have the feeling, some weeks if not most, that there just isn’t enough time for all the things that need doing. If you add work back into the mix, you think you’ll have much less time and energy. There won’t be enough space for your partner, your children, your parents and your friends, or for exercise and general life admin. Is that right?

Traditionally, work–life balance researchers, such as Greenhaus and Beutell, would have agreed with this outlook, taking a zero-sum ‘scarcity of resources’ perspective: that each individual has a fixed pot of time and energy, and if they apportion any of that pot to a work role, they will therefore deplete the resources available for their family role. The end result is work–family conflict.

More recently, however, Greenhaus and Powell have proposed a more positive perspective to do with the ‘expansion of resources’. They found that although work and family compete for our time resources, they can also be ‘allies’, with the balance of the two increasing our overall energy resources and improving our quality of life. Multiple studies have shown that thriving at work leads to gains in skills, social support and self-esteem, which improve the quality of family





Identify your guilty feelings
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When guilt is a red flag






All-or-nothing thinking and perfectionism












Psychology: Perfectionism
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Finding my why



	




	



	




	



	




	




Your future self
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Exercise 1: Myself in Two Years




	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	




Exercise 2: Myself at Seventy




	



	



	



	




One final thought: change is hard














Summary
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