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Introduction

	The Things Nobody Asks About

	 

	More than three decades of working life can be reduced to surprisingly little.

	A few employers. A succession of titles. Some dates, qualifications and carefully selected responsibilities. Perhaps a handful of achievements written in language that makes the progression appear more deliberate than it felt while it was happening.

	My CV can explain where I worked and what I was responsible for. It can show that I began in a fruit packhouse, moved into an office, became involved in purchasing and eventually held senior positions with wider commercial and legal responsibilities as a company director.

	What it cannot explain is how any of that happened.

	It cannot show the telephone calls I barely understood when I first moved into the office, or the gradual satisfaction of discovering that I could now answer questions I had once passed to somebody else. It cannot record the mistakes that changed my judgement, the people who taught me without realising it or the small responsibilities that arrived before the larger ones did.

	A CV records the visible result.

	It rarely records the behaviour that made the result possible.

	This is not a criticism of CVs. They have a practical purpose and limited space. A potential employer needs to know what somebody has done, what they may be capable of doing next and whether their experience is relevant to the role.

	But a CV is a strangely selective document.

	It tells us where somebody worked without telling us what they were like to work with. It lists responsibility without showing whether other people had to chase them. It records advancement but says nothing about the habits, relationships and judgements that caused people to trust them with more.

	A title can suggest authority. It cannot show whether anybody listened when the person spoke.

	A qualification can demonstrate knowledge. It cannot show whether the person continued learning once the course ended.

	A list of achievements may indicate ability. It cannot show whether the individual remained calm when the plan failed, treated people respectfully when there was nothing to gain from doing so or brought order to a situation that everybody else found confusing.

	These omissions matter because careers are rarely built through competence alone.

	Competence is essential. There are roles that should never be performed without formal knowledge, specialist training and evidence of ability. Confidence cannot replace expertise, and enthusiasm is not a substitute for knowing what you are doing.

	But once basic competence has been established, other questions begin to matter.

	Can this person be relied upon?

	Do they make the work easier or more complicated?

	Will they admit when they do not understand?

	Can they distinguish urgency from noise?

	Do they notice what the organisation needs, or only what their job description requires?

	How do they behave when something goes wrong?

	These questions are difficult to answer in an interview.

	Candidates prepare examples of challenges they have overcome. They identify strengths that sound confident without appearing arrogant and weaknesses that can be presented as disguised virtues. Interviewers ask where the person sees themselves in five years, although neither side expects a reliable forecast.

	Everyone attempts to appear competent, motivated and emotionally balanced.

	The qualities that will determine whether the working relationship succeeds remain largely untested.

	Nobody knows whether the candidate will return the call they promised to make. Nobody knows whether they will raise bad news early or wait until every useful option has disappeared. Nobody knows whether they will ask a basic question when they are uncertain or conceal the gap and hope nobody notices.

	These things are discovered gradually.

	They appear in ordinary moments that rarely seem significant at the time: whether somebody prepares properly for a routine meeting, checks a figure before sending it or explains a problem clearly enough for another person to act.

	They appear in the willingness to learn a task that sits just beyond the current role, to listen to someone with a less impressive title and to remain constructive when everybody else has become emotional.

	No single action proves very much.

	A pattern does.

	Over time, people begin to know what to expect from us. They learn whether a promise requires chasing, whether a mistake will be admitted and whether our involvement is likely to make a difficult situation clearer or more confusing.

	That expectation becomes our professional reputation.

	Reputation is not the description we place beneath our name or the collection of qualities we claim in an interview. It is the conclusion other people reach after experiencing our behaviour repeatedly.

	Can I give this person something difficult and direct my attention elsewhere?

	Will they tell me the truth when the news is bad?

	Will they ask for help before uncertainty becomes concealment?

	Will they remain calm enough to think?

	Will they treat people properly, regardless of whether those people can influence their career?

	A CV cannot answer these questions.

	Yet the answers often explain why one person is gradually trusted with more while another, despite possessing similar qualifications, remains exactly where they began.

	How trust is built

	Trust in working life is often discussed as though it appears through a single decisive moment.

	Occasionally it does. A person may respond exceptionally well during a crisis, protect an important relationship or make a difficult decision that demonstrates unusual courage or judgement.

	More often, trust accumulates quietly.

	The report is accurate. The telephone call is returned. The problem is raised before it becomes a crisis. The person does not pretend to know something they do not understand. They listen, learn and improve.

	None of this feels heroic.

	Much of it attracts no attention at all.

	The most reliable work often produces the least visible outcome. The information arrives, the decision is made, the delivery takes place and the day continues. Nobody celebrates because nothing went wrong.

	Yet every uneventful success adds a small piece of evidence.

	This person notices.

	This person follows through.

	This person can be trusted.

	Eventually, the evidence changes the way other people behave. They involve the person earlier. They seek their opinion. They hand over a problem and stop worrying about whether it has disappeared.

	Responsibility begins to grow before the title necessarily changes.

	That is the central subject of this book.

	It is about the qualities that make a person professionally valuable before authority, status or formal leadership become the main question.

	The first lessons concern usefulness, humility, learning and reliability. These qualities sound simple because they are simple to describe.

	They are more difficult to practise consistently.

	Being useful requires more than staying busy. It means understanding what the work is trying to achieve and making the situation better through your involvement.

	Taking the work seriously without taking yourself too seriously requires confidence without theatre, ambition without vanity and enough humility to recognise that a title does not make your judgement complete.

	Learning without waiting to be taught means accepting responsibility for your own development. It involves asking questions, observing patterns and allowing experience to change what you think you know.

	Doing what you said you would do sounds like the most basic standard of all. In practice, reliability is one of the clearest ways in which trust is either built or weakened.

	These qualities create the early foundation, but a career does not develop in a fixed environment.

	Markets change. Technology changes. Organisations change. The value a person created yesterday may no longer be the value required tomorrow.

	Adaptability therefore becomes part of credibility. It does not mean accepting every new idea or abandoning experience whenever something fashionable appears. It means noticing when the environment is moving and being willing to adjust before circumstances remove the choice.

	The organisation itself must also be understood.

	Every business has a formal structure and an informal one. Job titles and reporting lines explain part of how decisions happen. History, relationships, knowledge and trust explain the rest.

	The person who can read both structures becomes more effective. They know where authority sits, where influence actually operates and how information moves through the business.

	This knowledge carries its own risk. It can be used to navigate the organisation constructively or to become political, calculating and difficult to trust.

	Judgement lies in recognising influence without allowing it to determine your integrity.

	Working life also requires a realistic view of people.

	Respect matters. Courtesy should not depend upon status, usefulness or the possibility of reward. But respect should not be confused with blind trust.

	People should be treated with dignity while their behaviour is judged according to evidence. Promises, motives and explanations need to be considered in the light of patterns.

	Warmth is not always reliability. Confidence is not always competence. A difficult person may sometimes be right, and someone we like may still make decisions against our interests.

	Professional maturity lies somewhere between innocence and cynicism.

	Pressure reveals all of these qualities more clearly.

	It is easy to appear thoughtful, fair and reliable when the work is proceeding normally. The real test comes when the product is late, the customer is angry, the forecast is wrong or the problem arrives at the end of an already difficult day.

	At that point, emotion can enlarge the issue faster than the issue itself.

	Staying calm does not mean caring less. It means preserving enough judgement to establish what is true, decide what matters first and avoid making the situation worse through panic, blame or performance.

	Finally, credibility depends on the ability to organise confusion.

	Most organisations do not suffer from a complete lack of information. They suffer from too much of it, held by different people, in different forms and with different levels of confidence.

	The valuable person can bring those fragments together. They distinguish what is known from what is assumed, the urgent from the loud and activity from progress. They make the next action visible and give the work enough structure for other people to move.

	This is not administrative neatness.

	It is judgement made usable.

	Lessons, not rules

	The lessons that follow are drawn from more than three decades of working life, but this is not an autobiography.

	My experiences provide the evidence, examples and occasional warning. They are the material from which the lessons emerged, not the main subject of the book.

	The purpose is not to reconstruct every stage of my career or present its progression as a model for somebody else to follow. Too much depended on circumstances that could not be repeated: the time at which I entered the workplace, the industry I joined, the people I met and the opportunities that happened to appear.

	Chance played a part, as it does in most careers, although successful people are often reluctant to include it in the official account.

	Nor is this a formula for guaranteed progression.

	Professional life is not a perfect meritocracy. Useful, reliable and capable people are sometimes overlooked. Louder contribution may be rewarded more quickly than quiet consistency. Timing, politics and proximity to power can influence opportunity.

	Doing the right things does not guarantee the desired outcome.

	It does, however, change the kind of professional you become.

	It increases your understanding, strengthens your judgement and gives other people evidence on which trust can reasonably be based. Even when an organisation fails to recognise those qualities, they remain transferable.

	They belong to the person, not the employer.

	The lessons are therefore not rules to be followed mechanically. Context matters too much.

	Speaking up may demonstrate courage in one situation and poor judgement in another. Patience may be wise or naïve. Adaptability may protect future value or become an excuse for surrendering a principle.

	The behaviour cannot be judged without considering the purpose, timing and consequence.

	What the lessons offer is a collection of questions.

	Did my involvement improve the situation?

	Am I protecting the work or my own image?

	What am I failing to learn because the current method feels familiar?

	Can other people rely on the commitment I have made?

	What is really happening inside the organisation?

	Am I treating this person fairly while still paying attention to the evidence?

	Is my reaction helping to solve the problem?

	Have I made the confusion clearer?

	These questions do not produce perfect judgement. Nothing does.

	They create a habit of looking beyond the immediate task towards the qualities being developed through it.

	What people learn to expect

	A career can appear orderly when viewed backwards.

	One role leads to another. Responsibilities increase. The CV creates a clean line through events that often felt uncertain while they were being lived.

	The true progression is less visible.

	It is found in the gradual change in what other people believe they can place in your hands.

	At first, the responsibility may be modest. Answer the telephone. Complete the report. Arrange the transport. Check the figures.

	Then the questions become less defined. What does this information mean? What should we do? Who needs to know? Can you take care of it?

	The movement from task to judgement does not happen through one dramatic act. It happens because the person has produced enough evidence that their involvement reduces uncertainty.

	They have become useful.

	They have learned.

	They have followed through.

	They have shown that pressure does not remove their ability to think.

	They understand the people and organisation around the work, and they can turn confusion into something others can use.

	None of this fits neatly into a list of qualifications or titles.

	It is the record beneath the record.

	My CV can show the positions I eventually held and the responsibilities attached to them. It cannot show the small moments through which other people gradually decided that I could be trusted with more.

	Those moments are the subject of this book.

	They are the things nobody asks about at the beginning.

	They are also the things everybody eventually learns.

	 


Lesson 1

	Be Useful

	 

	When I started work in the early '90s, I did not have a career. I had a job, obtained through the friend of a friend. 

	A career suggests direction, progression and some idea of where a person is trying to go. I had none of those things. I was working in a fruit packhouse, earning money and doing whatever was put in front of me. The work was physical, repetitive and often tiring, but it was a job, and I was merely a teenager. At that stage of my life, overtime seemed like progress because it produced the one result I could measure easily: more money at the end of the week.

	Then an opportunity arose to move into the office.

	It sounded like advancement, although financially it was not. By leaving the opportunity of overtime behind, I would initially earn less. I would like to say that I weighed the short-term sacrifice against the long-term opportunity and made a carefully considered investment in my future. The truth is less impressive. I sensed that office work might lead somewhere different, and I was curious enough to accept the comparatively low salary.

	My new responsibilities were not grand. I opened the post, answered the telephone, circulated stock information, arranged transport, checked invoices and dealt with whatever administrative task needed doing. Nobody made an announcement. There was no formal development plan and no suggestion that I had embarked upon a management career. I had simply moved from one part of the business to another and was expected to help.

	Looking back, that may have been the most useful professional education I could have received.

	The work placed me close to the movement of information through the company. I saw what arrived, who needed it and what happened when it was late, unclear or wrong. At first, I understood very little of the wider picture. Each task appeared separate from the next. The post was the post, the stock report was the stock report, and a transport booking was simply something that had to be made. Gradually, however, the connections became visible. The ordinary tasks were not sitting around the edges of the business. They were showing me how the business worked.


 

	The telephone

	My English was reasonably adequate until the telephone rang.

	Face-to-face conversation offered clues. I could watch a person’s expression, follow gestures and see immediately whether they had understood me. The telephone removed all of that and replaced it with voices from different parts of the world speaking at different speeds, often using words and expressions I had never heard before.

	I remember calls in which I understood almost nothing. There is a particular kind of panic involved in knowing that the person at the other end expects an answer while you are still trying to establish what the question was. Occasionally I caught a familiar name or number and tried to reconstruct the rest from context. At other times, there was no sensible option except to ask the caller to repeat themselves, sometimes more than once.

	In the beginning, I passed many calls to somebody else. There was no shame in that. I was new, and pretending to understand would have been worse. A misunderstanding involving a delivery time, quantity or customer instruction could create a real problem. What mattered was that passing the call on did not become my permanent solution.

	So I listened. I learned the names of customers, suppliers and hauliers. I became familiar with the expressions that appeared repeatedly and began to recognise the different concerns behind the calls. Some people were genuinely facing an urgent problem. Others simply sounded urgent because they had mastered the art of presenting every inconvenience as a crisis.

	Over time, fewer calls needed to be transferred. I could answer more questions myself, direct people to the right person and sometimes resolve the issue without involving anyone else. Nothing dramatic had happened. I had simply become less dependent and more capable.

	That progress would never appear on a CV. Nobody would write “became progressively less terrified of the telephone”. Yet it mattered because each call I could handle reduced the burden on somebody else. It also made me more aware of the business beyond the desk in front of me.

	Usefulness often begins like that. Not with a major achievement, but with the gradual reduction of how much assistance you require and the corresponding increase in how much help you can offer.

	What ordinary work teaches

	Opening post, answering telephones and checking invoices may sound like low-level administration. In one sense, they were. But ordinary work often provides a view of an organisation that becomes harder to see as responsibility grows.

	The post showed me who communicated with whom. The telephone revealed what customers and suppliers were worried about. Stock information connected what we physically held with what the commercial team believed it could sell. Transport bookings exposed the consequences of poor timing, missing information and assumptions that had not been checked. Invoices linked the movement of fruit to the financial reality of the business.

	None of those tasks taught me everything. Together, they began to show me the whole chain.

	I learned that an incorrect figure on a stock sheet was not merely an incorrect figure. Somebody might make a sales decision based upon it. A vehicle might be booked unnecessarily, or a customer might be promised product that did not exist. The mistake could travel through several departments before anyone discovered where it had started.

	I also learned that a transport booking was not complete simply because I had sent the instruction. The vehicle had to arrive, the product had to be ready, the collection details had to be correct and the customer had to be able to receive the delivery. My task existed inside a sequence of other people’s tasks, and completing my part badly could make their work more difficult.

	This was one of my earliest lessons in how businesses actually operate. Work does not respect departmental boundaries as neatly as job descriptions do. A problem may begin in purchasing, become visible in logistics, affect sales and eventually appear in finance. While people discuss ownership, the product continues to evolve and the customer continues to wait.

	Fresh produce makes this particularly obvious. Fruit does not pause while departments establish who should take responsibility. It continues changing, whether the organisation is ready or not. Customers are similarly uninterested in internal structures. They want to know what has happened, what it means for them and what will be done next.

	Being useful, therefore, requires more than completing the narrow activity assigned to you. It requires understanding what that activity is for.

	A person can enter the correct figures, send the correct report and still fail to appreciate why the information matters. They may regard the task as finished because the document has left their desk, without considering whether the recipient can understand it or act upon it.

	The more useful question is not simply, Have I done my part? It is, Has my part helped the work move forward?

	That distinction sounds obvious now. It was not obvious to me when I began. Like many young employees, I initially judged a working day by the amount of activity it contained. If the telephone rang continuously, the desk remained full and I moved from one task to another without stopping, the day felt productive. I assumed that being busy meant being valuable.

	Eventually, I learned that some of the busiest people in an organisation are busy because they are disorganised, because they involve themselves in everything or because they spend much of their time dealing with problems they helped to create. Activity can be necessary, but it is not proof of contribution.

	Usefulness is measured differently. Did the problem become smaller after I became involved? Did somebody receive the information they needed? Could a decision now be made? Was a mistake prevented, or did I simply transfer my uncertainty to somebody else?

	Those questions are less flattering than counting emails or meetings, but they are more revealing. One accurate stock position can be more valuable than twenty messages discussing why the stock position is unclear. One
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