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John Bird is the founder and editor of The Big Issue, a news and current affairs magazine launched in September 1991. It is written by professional journalists and sold on the streets by homeless vendors looking to break the cycle of poverty and homelessness. Vendors buy the magazine at a wholesale rate and sell it, keeping the profit for themselves. They are self-employed and encouraged to be responsible for handling their earnings.

John was born into a London Irish family in a slum-ridden part of Notting Hill just after the Second World War. Homeless at five, in an orphanage between seven and ten, he began to fail over and over again in every area of his life. From the age of ten onwards he was shoplifting, house-breaking and generally stealing whatever he could lay his hands on. Vandalism and arson were also among the crimes he committed.

In his late twenties, and after several prison sentences, John became involved in politics. He also fathered three children, became a printer, and successfully ran his own small business. At the age of 45, his many life experiences enabled him to start production of The Big Issue.

He has spent the last 14 years in charge of the development of The Big Issue – which is now an international movement – providing opportunities for people facing homelessness to help themselves. It forges partnerships with social entrepreneurs to launch businesses for social change in cities worldwide. Setting up street papers to help socially excluded people is central to this. People from all walks of life, from government ministers to prison inmates, are always asking him about what drove him so hard to make such a success of his life.

John Bird was awarded the MBE for ‘services to homeless people’ by Her Majesty the Queen in June 1995. He is a Fellow of John Moore’s University, Liverpool, a Visiting Professor at Lincoln University, and a Doctor of Letters at Oxford Brookes University. In 2003, he was chosen by the Queen as one of the top Most Important Pioneers in Her Majesty’s Reign. In 2004 he received from the United Nations a Scroll of Excellence for his international work in poverty, presented by the President of Kenya at the Habitat Celebration in Nairobi. In the same year he also won a public vote by BBC London as London’s Living Legend, beating people such as Terence Conran, Barbara Windsor and Linford Christie.
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Introduction

The trouble with aiming for the stars is that you can easily end up in the gutter. Don’t get me wrong. I love the idea of aiming high, I really do. But I know from my own life that big ideas can often lead to a big fat nothing. That’s because big can be scary. For many of us, just the thought of starting a new course, changing jobs or moving house is enough of a challenge. Doing it is another story.

So how do all those other people do it? How do they get things done – and make it look easy in the process? The answer is they think small. I’m not saying they don’t have grand plans. They do. But instead of thinking about the end result, they set themselves modest targets, targets they can achieve easily. I call it starting with 3%. If you are sitting there wondering how to measure 3%, don’t bother. I use the term 3% because it is a way of describing your first goal; a goal that you feel pretty sure of achieving. By sticking to it and building up slowly, you will move towards your goal. It’s all about not setting yourself up to fail by taking on too much.

A friend and I once decided that we would write a book about Britain in the Victorian Age. We put our heads together and spent a lot of time talking about it. We got very excited. We kept talking about the book, but those talks did not include breaking it down into chapters. That was our first mistake. Instead, we kept planning and re-planning it, obsessed by our grand vision. Not long ago I went into my loft and found the book that my friend and I wrote some 25 years ago. I was really surprised at how good parts of it were. It could have really been something. But because we wanted to start with 100%, we ended up with nothing.

Quite often, the people who succeed are not even aware of their final goal. Once, when I was about 22 and on the run from the police, I got a job selling magazines to the public. It was a student magazine – or at least it was sold by people who said they were students. I had to go to this little basement flat and buy magazines from a young bloke who had started the magazine and had people selling it all over London. It was a great idea. The magazine was good, very good. The young bloke was keen, kind and very smart. He had got the magazine printed and he had published it. He had got it out into the streets. I still don’t think I have ever seen such a serious magazine made for young people. Its most famous cover was of a young man with a large bulge in the front. The article was about what it would be like to be pregnant. It really grabbed you. The magazine did not last too long, but the young bloke in the basement did. Next, he started a record business by mail. Then he got a shop. After that he started up all sorts of small businesses. Eventually that lad grew up and today he’s a very well-known businessman – Richard Branson.

When Branson started Virgin he did not sit there and think, ‘I want to start an empire.’ He actually started by creating businesses, and as he realised what he could achieve, everything got bigger and bigger. Even today, he doesn’t run his Virgin Group like one big business. The group is made up of lots of smaller businesses so it is easier to manage. Today, Branson’s empire includes Virgin Atlantic, Virgin Trains, Virgin Money and his music Megastores, as well as many other businesses, all managed separately. Branson realises the need to think small as well as big.

From a small shop down a lane in Brighton, my friends Anita and Gordon Roddick started what was to become the massive Body Shop chain. The idea of the Body Shop was to make beauty products that did not harm animals and also helped suppliers in poorer countries. In the very early days the first containers for their products were those funny little bottles that doctors use for urine samples. The Roddicks were the first people to make many of us aware of exactly what went into the products we used, and of their effects on the planet. The Body Shop has since inspired a lot of other people to create companies with the same basic aims.

These, and many other stories like them, should remind us not to start by wanting to go too fast. The reason many good ideas do not see the light of day is that, unlike Branson and the Roddicks, we let ourselves get snowed under by the big idea. Then we get worn out because we think and worry about what we’re trying to do, instead of taking the small steps that will help us achieve it.


1. START WITH 3%

PERHAPS THE BEST way for me to explain the value of my 3% rule is shown by the following story. At 15, I was caught and sent back to the institution I had run away from. My punishment was to dig over a huge space in a walled garden. I had to dig it with a spade, and then break it down with a pitchfork. Then the couch grass roots had to be bundled together and burnt. The size of the area I had to tackle would have made the strongest man cry. It was several weeks’ worth of careful digging, forking and picking.

This was beyond the usual punishment. It was a method of torture that I knew they hoped would lead to me failing. They knew it would make me want to run away again. And if that happened I would be in even more trouble. And there might be no way back for me. Even at that age I knew this was a major turning point.

There was no way I could let this task beat me. For the first hour I did something very simple. I divided the ground into squares. That way it looked easier to manage. Working square by square, I would be able to see that I had achieved something and I could measure the amount of work I had done. Knowing that I was getting somewhere would keep me going. The warden came back and watched me as I measured the ground. He shouted at me and asked me what I was doing. I stood to attention and told him. He was speechless, and left!

In the weeks that followed I re-marked the squares so the lines would not fade. I could do two squares between the start of work and the midday break. Sometimes if I worked a bit faster I could get two-and-a-half squares done. I was pleased with myself. I did not let the big piece of ground grind me down. I just took it slowly and, each day, the task became smaller. Sure I may have been crawling along, but the main thing was that it was happening. By breaking down the job into smaller jobs, I had control over it. There is no great mystery to how I did it. I set myself a goal that I could live up to. I started with 3%. Each time I finished a square I added to that 3%. That meant that I was doing the job and I wasn’t wearing myself out. I did not set myself up to fail and I showed the staff that I wasn’t going to be broken by their punishment. But most importantly, I showed myself.

The despair of depression

There have been times in my life when I have felt truly lost, not just unhappy, but truly out of step with the world. You know those periods when you seem to have a dark cloud following you around, a cloud so heavy it doesn’t even allow you to



Remember – one small step at a time





	So next time you want to make something happen in your life try this: set a goal you can achieve. What I mean is that you need a goal that doesn’t rely on luck, or chance, or anybody else coming through for you. It has to be real, and not pie-in-the-sky stuff. That doesn’t mean it has to be small. Just make sure it’s within your grasp.

	Create a series of steps to help you get there. Set yourself up to succeed by making sure you are not trying to do too much, too quickly. Remember you only have to start with 3%. It doesn’t matter if you move slowly. As long as you are not standing completely still you are on your way.

	Move the steps around if necessary to take account of life’s changes. It is quite likely that work or family issues will disrupt your evening course, or your plans will veer off course. That is OK – just change your goal to include things that crop up. But be strict with yourself.

	Enjoy and celebrate your gains no matter how small. You went walking for 20 minutes? Great. Don’t worry that your best mate went running for an hour. It is your goal that matters – and your life. Allow yourself to take pleasure in the small steps you achieve. If others say, ‘Well done,’ be happy. Don’t bring yourself down by saying things like, ‘Well, it’s not much.’ It is more than you were doing before, so relish it. But don’t be tempted to ease up.
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