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INTRODUCTION

Like most people, I have worked here and there since being a teenager. And again like most people, I’m sure, work has come with the occasional surprise and unexpected challenge. I spent my school years competing for local babysitting rights and convincing determined middle-class parents that paying someone to supervise their child’s music practice was the best way to get the most out of their already expensive lessons. The babysitting was as cushty as could be – if I was lucky, I’d arrive and the children would need minimal supervision watching cartoons or making a geography poster, then they’d get straight into bed and I’d revel in the luxury of their parents’ Sky box.

The worst babysitting experience I had involved a new ‘client’. Upon arrival, the family’s dog somehow slipped out the front door without any of us noticing. I was being introduced to the two boys (aged two and four) when the parents yelped in horror at the realisation of their dog’s immaculate Houdini impression, and darted out the door, leaving me with their seemingly harmless children. The younger boy requested a story about a dinosaur, so I settled into the playroom to read about Darren the Diplodocus, hoping the parents would find the dog – both for its own good and for my selfish desire that they’d go out and I could ‘babysit’ as planned.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed child number one waddling round the corner into the kitchen, so I paused Steven the Stegosaurus and went to retrieve him. By the time I got to him, and I’m not exaggerating at all, this daredevil child had prised open a child-locked door and was holding an enormous kitchen knife. In that moment, I was certain this angel-faced demon would either stab me or fall over and impale himself, framing me for his murder.

After a lucky escape for both of us, I sat the children down and mustered up my most authoritative voice, explaining just how dangerous knife-gate could have been, and that it was neither funny nor clever. (Bar, of course, the fact that I’m using it as the opening anecdote of my book.) In response to this monologue, terrible toddler two opened his tiny mouth. I awaited my apology. Instead, the words ‘I need poo’ came out. Jumping into action, I swiftly demanded directions to the nearest toilet, while scooping up team double-trouble under my arms. After following the infant sat-nav, I found myself at our destination: the master bedroom toilet, which, via some strange, masochistic interior design decision, was carpeted. We’re talking wall to wall. I immediately saw where these children inherited their propensity for danger from.

At that moment, ‘I need poo’ made an unfortunate transition to ‘I done poo’, to which I responded, ever hopeful, ‘You need poo?’ As the child enthusiastically expressed verbal confirmation of their already existing defecation, I placed the other on the floor and began to remove poo boy’s trousers. I hoped and prayed that the youth had just not yet perfected his tenses, but alas. A pungent smell wafted out of his tiny trousers, followed by a huge poo. Which fell onto the carpeted floor. As I racked my brains for recent wrongdoings that could have warranted such a drastic influx of bad karma, the older boy let out a cackle that could only be associated with impending doom, and reached, both hands outstretched, for the stool.

You’ll be surprised to hear that this was, in fact, only part one of A Babysitting Night from Hell (sequel to this book?); I’m sparing you the rest of the details, which involved rollerblades, stairs, wall poo, a lot of Dettol, and the parents returning with canine Houdini and paying just £6 for my troubles as they’d missed their reservation and no longer needed my supervision. Instead, as this is not a book about a baby’s capacity to act as the most powerful form of birth control, nor one titled Why You Should Never Let Me Babysit Your Children, I’ll move swiftly on to how symbolic this is of our current relationship to our working lives.

While ‘poo-gate’ serves as great comic relief, it was also an important milestone for me: the first inkling that the reality of working life was going to be different to what I’d imagined in my hazy dreams of adulthood. And, while a particularly extreme representation, this is not unique to me; it seems to be the entire storyline of just about everyone’s new working life. ‘Expectation ≠ Reality’, as the Instagram world would put it (directly under a collage of someone posed and perfect on the left, and the same person looking perfectly socially acceptable, but this time contorted into a shape that could only resemble a banana to demonstrate the reality of their ‘stomach rolls’ on the right). In most cases, our working lives take a very different form to our glossy expectations, and I’m certainly not the only person who had corporate dreams of resembling a Suits cast member.

The idealisation of the working world is something that I’ve come face to face with time and time again. When I was seventeen, I remember seeing an ad in my school bulletin for a ‘social media coordinator’ for a student’s mother’s business, and I jumped at the chance for that bit of income over the summer. I happily invoiced for every hour I spent trialling different techniques that had been developed from my experience posting strategically posed photos with strategically chosen acquaintances to my few hundred ‘followers’ (friends of friends). This experience set the standard for what I imagined working in social media might look like. My next foray into this brave new world starred my current Instagram account, which I started in the final year of sixth form, just after I’d turned eighteen. It was only intended to keep myself accountable while trying to get into fitness, so the account was kept private – the two friends who knew about it weren’t allowed to like or follow in case of algorithm-fuelled discovery by others, and I fell out with a number of other friends who started taking the piss out of my embarrassing posts (they hit me where it hurt). It turned out that posting photos of yourself in sports bras on the internet hadn’t yet caught on. At this point, this wasn’t a job in any sense. I didn’t post my face until I had 10,000 followers, and I didn’t manage to monetise any aspect of the account until over a year and a half later.

So, a month before I started my anonymous account, I made my first few applications for ‘real’ jobs, opting for a fairly traditional, corporate career path. I sat verbal reasoning and critical thinking tests, attended assessment centres and interviews, and enjoyed an equal number of rejections, spots already filled, and acceptances (a roaring one of each). My sole acceptance was as a New Client Acquisition Analyst at IBM as part of their Futures ‘gap year’ scheme, and my thirteen-month placement would take place in a year between A-Levels and university. It would allow me to retake an A-Level, gain some experience and some much-needed savings for university, and would set me up to study something completely unrelated and, in theory, still have a head start into the corporate world. Dreamy.

Through this, and alongside my babysitting and social media adventures, my vision of what the corporate working world was like was further defined by three major reality checks: my attempt to walk around the office in heels, which lasted less than an hour; the understanding that most of my job could be done by a machine and didn’t involve the slightest sliver of ‘passion’; and the distinct, but mostly unacknowledged, expectation that I should be reachable at all times.

So I guess I should have known better when, about eight months before I began writing this book, I moved to London, having just graduated from university, ready to join the capital’s workforce in a shiny fantasy of tailored suits. I had dreams and preconceptions about how working life would be; I imagined myself working hard and having a constant, success-fuelled spring to my step. We grow up with the idea that working and being an adult are one and the same, so when we enter the workforce, there’s this expectation that suddenly everything will fall into place. The hard part is getting the job: everything after that is just the ‘happily ever after’.

I realised very quickly that working every hour of every day, including weekends, and still not managing to do it ‘right’ was unsustainable – and also the norm. I was confronted by the reality that acting like you know more than you do is unhelpful rather than clever; that you’re always going to feel like you’re doing and achieving less than everyone else; and that self-care is more often finally doing things you’ve been putting off, like laundry or replying to that old school friend, rather than sitting back with a facemask. The rose-tinted glasses came off in a flash, revealing a different reality: everyone seemed lost, expecting passion to be their driving force, but asking themselves how the hell passion can realistically add up to forty hours a week of ticking boxes.

I don’t think the disparity between our expectation of work and its reality comes simply from our fantasies of office life. To me, the problem of this ‘new working world’ runs much deeper.

It may come as little surprise that in my opinion social media plays a huge part in explaining why we are where we are. We cannot talk about what it’s like to be in the working world of today without talking about social media. And we will, a lot. We’ve grown up within the attention economy, with the wealthiest and most powerful companies in the world vying – largely successfully – for our attention in every area of our lives. We’re no longer simply misled by movies and TV shows, so much as we’re influenced by a pre-packaged reality, sold to us through our phone screens and gift-wrapped in relatability to disguise how far-fetched it really is. There is a social-media-shaped fingerprint on the surface of how we see most things – everything from hustle to self-care to success and self-worth – and we are part of a generation that exists predominantly within an environment of hyper-comparison. This being said, it seems clear that while social media may have exacerbated a lot of these problems, it didn’t invent them. As millennials and Gen Zers, we are not the first generations to compare ourselves to others, to feel the need to be the last to leave the office or to want to be seen as successful. We are, however, the first generations to be constantly and ubiquitously surrounded by these issues, and for that interconnectivity to infinitely multiply how many people we are comparing ourselves with. In this sense, social media is a magnifying glass for a lot of the issues we’re facing; it both enlarges the problems, and demands their inspection.1

Yet, while we shouldn’t underestimate its impact, the reality is that social media is not the only culprit either. Now is a difficult time to enter the working world and all that accompanies it, and it’s even harder to adapt quickly enough to a constantly changing work landscape. The social or cultural contract which defines what ‘success’ looks like in today’s society – the one that told us that if we found a good job and worked hard, we would be able to buy a house, pay off the mortgage, and retire with some savings – is breaking down. Instead, post-2008 crash, mid-global pandemic and pre(?!)-environmental crisis, our future seems more uncertain than ever. We’re staring at mass unemployment in the face, many of us are working from home for the first time, and there’s a confusing paradox of both loving this newfound homely freedom and missing the workplace camaraderie (often both at the same time). As I write this, the number of people out of work in the past three months rose by 243,000 in the UK – the largest increase since May 2008. And that’s not counting the 2.5 million people on the government’s furlough scheme, who are currently facing unprecedented and ever-growing levels of uncertainty.

Our working world has morphed beyond recognition, dragging our expectations kicking and screaming after it. And on top of that, as the ‘youth of today’, we’ve had numerous different identities heaped upon us: snowflakes, burned out, lazy, workaholics, entitled, self-carers, hustlers. We are caught in an uncomfortable middle ground between our own expectations and reality, sandwiched between other people’s opinions of us.

Being labelled entitled, workshy, and the adjective one could only imagine to be ‘snowflake-y’, is nothing new (she types, through hard-done-by, you-don’t-understand-us tears). In a 2016 op-ed in The Australian,2 ‘young people’ were generation-splained (mansplaining’s wider-reaching sibling), with the assertion that if we all stopped eating avocado toast with ‘crumbled feta’, and a seemingly insulting ‘five-grain toasted bread’, we could buy houses instead. Now, to provide context, I am extremely privileged to own a house – and it certainly wasn’t thanks to refraining from an over-enthusiastic combination of seeds in my bread, nor from gagging myself in local independent cafés. It was because I’ve been a significant exception to an unfair rule – in ways we’ll go into later – and my own reality is not reflective of my wider generation at all. The implication that we can’t buy houses because we brunch too often is facetious at best, and damaging at worst. For one, housing is far more expensive than it was for our parents’ generation. In fact, the BBC calculated that you would have to save on 24,499 servings of avocado toast to afford just an average deposit – that’s over sixty-seven years of eating the avo-toast combo every single day.3 As much as I guiltily love the dish, you can very much count me out there (plus, the chances of finding a ripe avocado every day for seventy years seem pretty laughable, if you ask me). The idea that we don’t have financial security because we’re slacking or irresponsible is not just rude, it’s also flat-out wrong. It’s a classic ‘in my day … ’, made particularly painful by the fact that many of those spouting this nonsense are often the very people who, through their political choices, have contributed to the widening gap between wages and living costs.

And then we have the other side of the label-imposing coin: the burnout generation. In her viral article (now turned book),4 ‘How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation’,5 Anne Helen Petersen describes a phenomenon which seems to resonate with just about everyone: suffering a kind of paralysis when faced with even the most mundane tasks, due to having ‘internalised the idea that [we] should be working all the time’. I guess the snowflake-yellers would scream ‘of course they liked it’, because what better way to appeal to a generation of laziness and entitlement than to tell them they’re the opposite of lazy? (It’s rare that lazy people like to be called lazy.) Perhaps anticipating such a response, Petersen asserted that the aim of the piece was not to exonerate, but to analyse, recognise and create a generational awareness around just why our attitudes to work are the way they are. The article is a well-researched and honest exploration of just how the fuck we got here, and I wholeheartedly support its status as a very accurate state of affairs. It argues that it’s not that we don’t want to earn our stripes, it’s also that we can’t – because it’s not enough to earn badges, be able to afford current housing prices or pay off student debt. It delves into how we have internalised the idea of working all the time, how we’re never off the clock due to the ubiquity of our work, even if we make the bold and controversial decision to take time off.


[image: ] Burnout

A syndrome caused by ‘chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed’, according to the WHO. [image: ]


Just twenty-one days after Petersen’s article was published, Erin Griffith wrote a tangentially related article for the New York Times asking why young people are ‘pretending to love work’.6 As a millennial herself, Griffith delves into a new brand of ‘performative workaholism’ demonstrated by her peers. She argues that our obsession with productivity has become intertwined with the search for meaning in our lives, observing that ‘in San Francisco … I’ve noticed that the concept of productivity has taken on an almost spiritual dimension’. Perhaps we aren’t working too little, then; could we be working too much?

Griffith concludes that it makes sense to pretend to love something that we’re always doing. So is it a cathartic defence mechanism? My small exhale of gratification when exclaiming how crazy it is at work might just about explain the expression ‘toil glamour’, before I then internalise, as Petersen says, how we need to be working 24/7 to earn our rightful place in this hustle-porn-fuelled generation.


[image: ] Hustle-porn

A term I heard first at a panel I was lucky enough to film with Niran Vinod and Damola Timeyin about their book, How to Build It. The term says it all. [image: ]


So while I was coming to the realisation that I had Not a Fucking Clue™ whether I was lazy, burned out, entitled, lost, working hard, hardly working or all of the above, I began to conclude that no one else did either. In a strange combination of our self-perception being warped by social-media expectations and funhouse-mirror reflections of how we’re told we are, we’ve entered into what is not just my identity crisis, but that of an entire generation. A generation #sponsored by comparison, projection, performativity, hustle, stereotypes, confusion, close inspection of the self by the self – and by everyone else.

Following these contradictory explanations of a generation, we are led to the realisation that we may embody both sides: simultaneously burned out and also lazy snowflakes. Petersen largely concludes that we are all burned out,7 we are not lazy. While it might not settle the debate once and for all, perhaps it could be rephrased as ‘we might be lazy, but it’s because we’re burned out’, or ‘we might be entitled, but that’s because we are entitled to expectations that don’t involve financial crashes, job shortages, climates ascending at an alarming rate and affordable housing as an exception to the rule’. Perhaps it also says something that I’m not even part of the millennial cohort discussed – born in 1997, I teeter on the cusp and fall into Generation Z by definition – and I’m a homeowner, yet I still feel the afflictions of our hustle culture and situationally-induced burnout. The fact that I agree with Petersen, and yet am not a millennial, does not negate her argument in the slightest. In fact, it shows just how epochal these issues stand to be – perhaps it’s not just a single burnout generation we’re looking at, but an entire new burnout culture created by our new working world.

Work culture used to be about ‘earning stripes’, but we don’t want that any more. Generally, we no longer think it’s necessary to sit through fifteen years of corporate work in order to know the field and move up the rankings, paying respect to the culture in return for a pension we’re not even guaranteed to receive. We’d rather better our chances by trying our own luck, spurred on by side-hustle culture. We refuse to be put in a box, but suffer from the lack of boundaries that comes from moving beyond those walls of traditional benchmarks. As a generation, we’ve grown up without definitive borders between work and ‘not-work’. Technology allows us constant access to our working lives, which has slowly but surely developed into an anxiety that not working anywhere and everywhere is the equivalent of being in the office and having a nap. We have a sort of paradox of choice – the ability to monetise each and every hobby we might employ, and yet the insistence that if we aren’t earning stripes, we’re cutting corners.

In his 2019 article,8 ‘The Toxic Fantasy of the Side Hustle’, Alex Collinson asks when we started saying ‘side-hustle’, rather than just ‘second job’. The article was part of a slew of online examinations following Henley Business School’s 2018 study on the side-hustle economy, and I think that the notion of it being a ‘toxic fantasy’ is pretty bang on. It’s not that the impression of having a side-hustle is necessarily misleading, and it’s certainly not wrong by any means, but the fantasy of it is misplaced. The side-hustle feeds off the idea that we all have an unlimited potential for earning money, restricted only by our time and what we choose to do with it. As Jenny Odell puts it so well in her book How to do Nothing, ‘Every moment of every day is a financial resource to be captured, optimised, and appropriated.’ With this thinking,9 the opportunity cost of spending time doing anything other than work is suddenly really fucking high.10


[image: ] Opportunity cost

The economic cost of an action measured in terms of the benefit foregone by not pursuing the best alternative course of action. [image: ]


Relaxing? You could be earning.

Walking the dog? Could be getting paid for it.

Donating clothes to charity? Should’ve flogged them on eBay.

On your phone? You could be making thousands in stocks and shares as a #forex #trader.

I’ll be the first to put my hand up and say that I have started my career through side-hustles, and they’ve brought me great rewards. There’s nothing wrong with having a side-hustle – it would be hypocritical of me to say otherwise – but there are significant questions to be asked about the impact of it as a culture. It’s become an illustrious dream that turns any second you’re not earning money into an anxiety, and the mental effects of that are draining.

As I write this in the midst of a global pandemic, we’re feeling the fear more than ever. Our isolation within our home-office hybrids has led to viral shame, directly linking our self-worth to our ability, not only to adapt, but also to become some sort of productivity machine so that somehow, when all this passes, we are not only alive and virus-free, but also ten years ahead of our peers, trilingual, oh, and a national hero. In what Contagion-style movie did we think the main plot line would be Susan finally starting her own business instead of, you know, simply surviving while locked in her house attempting to escape a potentially deadly virus? It has become impossible to go online without being bombarded with ideals about what you should be doing hour-upon-hour, and the assertion that this unprecedented time is your opportunity to recalibrate and put your wildest dreams into action. This is not a curse, they tell us, this is a chance, and if you don’t take it you’re choosing not to succeed.

I’d now like to introduce Team Productivity to Team Self-Care – the co-dependent realities of this world. On the other side of the hustle-gram feed, you’re given resolution. You’re told to sit back, relax, slow down, press pause. You’re told that the outside world will still be waiting for you and that you should take this opportunity to rest. You’re told that you should embrace boredom because it’s a privilege. So you do, press pause, that is, even though the only vaguely impressive thing you’ve accomplished today is finishing that new Netflix series, which you didn’t even enjoy that much because your to-do list is far more dramatic than the protagonist.

Let me explain where I’m coming from.

In August 2019, before the pandemic initiated a mass office exodus, I started working from home, and what I had thought would be an ideal lifestyle was anything but. I found myself feeling stuck in the house, yet unable to leave. I was at my least productive but spending the most time working. There seemed to be no midpoint between these two extremes, as though I was a scale tipping from one side to the other, constantly verging on capsize. I just didn’t understand – working from home is a luxury! You get to have your meetings in pyjamas, your colleague is your very cute dog, and there’s an unlimited supply of snacks. But despite all the perks, I found myself falling into a spiral of uncreativity and poor mental health, feeling my life revolved around to-do lists with no purpose. I soon realised that I was balancing it all wrong, creating a routine where there was no middle ground between working so hard that I didn’t leave the house for days and lunch breaks were an ancient memory, and doing so little that what should have been an hour of admin would drift aimlessly into an early lunch, and then never really being able to get back into the swing of things. I was doing everything but getting nowhere.

All of this brewed together in a cauldron of self-doubt and I began to think that maybe I was just lazy, that I didn’t know the first thing about work. I was working hard, putting in the hours, yet I felt I was achieving nothing and I was miserable. How could my self-perceived hard work and diligence have transformed into a mastery of unproductivity?

I started to realise that either I was incurably burned out at the ripe old age of twenty-two, or that I had to step back from my pre-conceived notions of what ‘hard work’ is and instead figure out how I work. I listened to what made me feel good, helped me work hard, and got me rewards, and within a few months I’d learned how to understand myself. I discovered what kept me motivated, what inspired me, what pushed me to continue when motivation couldn’t be found, and formulated what was a sustainable and productive routine for myself. A crash course where the three classes were me, myself and I. I’m not a lazy person because some days I can’t – and don’t want to – motivate myself. I’m just a human who didn’t see the comfort found in separating work and home, who didn’t understand that cancelling plans in the evening because you’re already home and closer to bed is completely valid and not anti-social, even if it makes you feel worse. What I learned from my work-from-home struggles was how to know myself, my boundaries and shortcomings, and it changed my life and my productivity: my work was better in quality and quantity, and so was my time off.

So when the Covid-19 pandemic hit in March 2020, and many people began working from home for the first time, I posted an Instagram story in which I shared a ‘work-from-home’ tip. I recommended that people who struggle to concentrate after lunch watch a TED Talk during their break and give it their full attention. For me, this distracts enough from my work to give me a much-needed break, without the risk of falling into a full-on YouTube hole which ends up with me being so engrossed in an instruction video on how to make an Ikea elfstödt into a loo roll holder that I miss my 3pm call. The tip was well received by those in need of help due to the change in environment, but it went down like a lead balloon with the this-is-a-pandemic-not-a-productivity-contest camp. Of course, I stand wholeheartedly by the sentiments of both parties. I wanted to shout from the rooftops how much I agreed, and how out of touch these ‘if you don’t come out of lockdown with ____, you never lacked time, you just lacked discipline’ posts are. But equally, I have to be productive for my own mental health sometimes. Above anything else, that’s what was helping me through and keeping me sane at that moment.

My tip was a personal one, aimed at helping those who might need it and intended to be ignored by those who felt differently. Instead, the camps went to war: productivity versus self-care, round fifty, ding ding. But where is the equilibrium to be found in this battle? Is there a middle ground we can use to know when to push forwards and when to step back? The question should not be: do you care about your work and being successful, or do you care about your mental health and social life? You need to be able to care about both – work fulfilment and self-fulfilment. And I’m not talking about ‘having it all’, that reverberating echo from eighties feminism gone by. It’s about knowing what you want and when you want it, and learning how to harness the merits of both productivity and self-care to treat yourself less like a machine, and more like the complex human you are. Surely, in this battle of the camps, there is a way in which we can take a look deep down at who we are, what we need, where we want to be, and come out on top. It is clear that neither side can win outright from an objective standpoint – how can it be blanket-applied to the entire population? We’re not all the same. The important thing is understanding what works for you personally, and being able to consume advice accordingly.

Aside from learning never to post on social media without disclaimers, what sharing that story taught me was that I wasn’t the only one having a crisis. Just as I appeared very much aboard the hustle train to the outside world while actually struggling in private, others were facing similar hurdles without anyone else realising. And, once the realisation hit me, I began to see it everywhere. Scrolling through my newsfeed, I noticed I was being told to stand up and sit down at the same time – to relax, because it’s important to look after myself, then, two thumb-metres down, to hustle and only sleep when I’m dead! Yay! I came to the conclusion that we are wedged not between a rock and a hard place, but a 127 Hours-style cliff, towering over us on both sides. Thankfully, rather than cutting off our limbs, what we desperately need is to work out what this generational contradiction actually means, and how to reframe self-care and productivity for our own benefit.

We are stuck in this constant battle when instead we could harness our potential (in whatever direction that may be) by understanding our own strengths, boundaries, desires and downfalls. It seems that the only way in which we can fully comprehend the complexity of this discussion is by looking into ourselves and finding out what productivity means to us, what our ‘purpose’ is, if such a thing exists, and what makes us feel most whole, even if that’s getting to the weekend and paying our bills. It comes down to truly knowing ourselves, so that we know when it is time to get on and do something, and when to put the laptop down and walk away. We are the only ones who can work this out for ourselves, which is why the ‘winner takes all’ outlook completely misses the point.

In truth, productivity and success feed off the idea of balance. Yet the idea of balance finds itself – often sarcastically, with an aggressively raised eyebrow – sitting within the ‘be kind to yourself’ club, teetering into a justification for putting on a facemask instead of finishing that project you started. Being productive means knowing when to push yourself that little bit harder, when to carry on working, as well as when to rest and recuperate. What I hope you’ll get from this book is a ‘productivity blueprint’ to help you navigate our strange working world, in which productivity and self-care become one and the same, rather than forcing people to identify with one or the other. Because sometimes productivity can be a form of self-care, and sometimes self-care is the most productive thing we can do.

So that’s why we’re here, having a conversation about work and productivity, and how to make both more meaningful. And I guess you
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