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1 Why you and why this book?
Congratulations on starting your first job.
You’ll probably experience a honeymoon period for your first few days where everybody will be nice and friendly as they show you around, introduce you to people and welcome you on board.
Even so it’s going to feel a bit odd. After all you’ve just left a place, whether it’s school, college or university where not only did you know your way around since you’d been there for a number of years, but where (leaving aside the teaching staff) you’d been in a relatively senior position, and surrounded by people that you’ve grown to know over a prolonged period. Whereas now you’re starting somewhere completely new, with its own rules and networks that you’re going to need to get used to, as probably the most junior member of staff, knowing precisely no one.
By the end of week two, with piles of work landing on you apparently at random, from people who seem demanding and who expect you to just know what to do with it all, and the phone going all the time, you might feel yourself drowning as you wonder how you are ever going to handle it all.
Well the first thing to say is that you’re not alone in going through this.
Schools or colleges are great at getting you the qualifications you need to land a job and guiding you in how to apply and land it. But given the many different career paths for students, it can be difficult for them to fully prepare you for the range of practical issues you will run into at work and how to make a success of it once you’ve started.
And that’s a pity, because it’s an important formative experience. Your first ‘proper’ job is potentially the foundation for what you are going to be doing for the next 40 or 50 years, and how far you are going to get, so if you want to have a great career it’s important to make a great start, and it’s never too early to begin either.
If you learn just one lesson from this book, please let it be about taking charge of your own working future: Don’t just work in your job, work on it.
As you go through the book hopefully the second will be: It’s all about having successful respectful relationships with people.
And if you learn a third, Find out what your boss really wants, and then give it to them, then you will really be on your way to a successful working life.
Work is a complex place and a complex set of relationships
Becoming employed for the first time, particularly in a large organisation, whether in the private or public sector, you may have an expectation that the world of work is going to operate something like this:
What you probably imagine
Unfortunately, it’s a lot more complicated than that. This is real life; you are mingling with real people and they will all have their own real interests and priorities; you are actually in the centre of a net of interlocking interests and priorities.
What you’ll actually find is probably more like this:
What you are really in
Yes, corporate headquarters somewhere may have a grand plan, but your local branch, division or department will have its own interests and agenda which may or may not interlock well with the corporate strategy (anything from Hey, let’s organise things so the big boys can’t suddenly decide to off-shore our jobs, to sales hating production, and vice versa, or ‘suits’ and ‘support staff’ living in seemingly different worlds).
In all this your boss (and theirs) will also have their own agenda, whether it’s an ambitious desire to climb the greasy pole, or a simple desire to keep their head down and serve out their time to retirement without rocking the boat.
And then there are all the people you work with, each with their own desires, demands, dreams and agendas, none of which they park at the door when they arrive in the morning.
And in the middle of all this?
You.
Yep, sorry, life at work is complicated. Get used to it.
And that goes for whether you are in the public or private sector. My career has been in business so when writing I’ll tend to be assuming that you have joined a commercial organisation and most of my examples will come from this type of environment. But as I hope you’ll already see, the issues you need to deal with in the world of work are first and foremost about people, so the chapters in this book will apply wherever you are going to work.
Oh, and by the way, all those company rules and that handbook and organisation chart they gave you on induction day?
They don’t tell you half the story. The way any organisation runs is actually down to its culture which is the way people think, and act, the acceptable norms of behaviour and the way ‘we do things here’, little of which is ever written down and all of which you are going to need to pick up and learn on the job, pretty quickly, if you are to be accepted and make a success of things.
The good news? This book is here to help.
Chapter 2 is a crash course on a few essentials intended to ensure you get off on the right foot so I suggest you concentrate on these key things in your first month or so.
The rest of the book is your guide to managing.
You didn’t realise you were being recruited as a manager?
Well you were. Whatever level you start at, very soon you’re going to be expected to manage yourself, your time and your work, your communications, your relationships with those around you, and even your boss.
At the same time, for your own sake you are going to have to look to manage both your career and the sorts of emotional and stress issues you come across in the world of work.
So your management training starts here.
And good luck, wherever you take your career.
2 Managing first impressions
They say you never get a second chance to make a first impression (actually if you think about it that’s complete rubbish, you just have to make it on someone else, somewhere else), so this chapter is focused on making those crucial first impressions in those critical first few weeks at work.
It’s therefore a bit of a catch-all of some basic information and survival tips, a mix of Dos and Don’ts to get you started.
Many of these things are a foretaste of subjects we’ll be coming back to and looking at in more depth in later chapters so don’t worry too much at this stage if you find yourself thinking, Fine but how do I actually do that?
Key behaviours – the Dos
There are a limited number of things you probably need to concentrate on in your first month or so as summarised below.
At this stage of your career you want to be building social capital and this is one of the quickest first steps to doing so.
So you should always arrive early (on time is late, some say) and crucially stay on for as long as there seems to be work to do (never be the first to leave).
You will probably come across people at some point in your career who always spend the last quarter of an hour before the end of the official working day packing up so they can get away on the dot every time. Clock-watcher is the term and it’s not a description you want to pick up.
One tip I’ve seen is if asked why you are there you can say; I just want to be available to help out with anything that needs doing and learn as much as I can.
One of my colleagues on a turnaround had a checklist he kept in his car and went through every morning before he walked into the office; reminding himself he was there as a director, staff would be looking to him for leadership, and he had to conduct himself confidently, smile and be upbeat.
So, develop something similar for yourself. Don’t just walk in to your work in the morning. Before you get there deliberately make a little time every morning to think about how to give the best impression from the moment you arrive, and if nothing else, before you walk in the door, smile!
Not being too slack (you have flip flops on while everyone else around you in your law office is in a suit and tie) is the obvious failing, but sometimes being overdressed (everyone else in your software firm is in beachwear while you have a three-piece suit and gleamingly polished shoes) can be a problem in achieving a cultural fit with your colleagues.
Of course, dress can also vary depending on the role people have to fulfil, so while the coders at that software firm might work in very casual clothes, the sales staff who are out selling services into big corporates will have to dress formally to give the right professional image to the clients, ie fit in with that culture.
Your work is going to be overwhelming to start with and people will be telling you lots of different things, which you’ll be expected to remember.
If you don’t write it down, you won’t remember. There’ll just be too much to absorb too quickly.
So, write it down!
Get yourself a notebook (or the App you prefer) and carry it with you everywhere you go at work. Use it to note down everything: work to do, names (and contact details), deadlines, ideas, everything. It’s important to realise how much you are in learning mode in these early days and how much you are therefore going to need to take notes to be able to refer back.
Immediately this will help you keep yourself organised and avoid forgetting things that need doing, people you need to deal with and so on (at one UK business I’ve heard about, being seen without a notebook is regarded as a disciplinary offence!).
Longer term it will help you as well. People are usually very willing to help someone new and show them the ropes, but there are few things more irritating than finding they have to be told again and again. No one wants to have to go through telling you the same stuff twice or three times and this will quickly infuriate them, not least because it shows a lack of respect for their time and the effort they’ve already made for you.
Whereas if you can acquire the reputation that you only have to be told once (because you write it down and learn it) then you will be earning credibility and a good reputation.
The truth is, if you don’t plan, others will plan for you and you will simply end up reacting to and running around after their priorities, not yours.
To begin with you simply need to start daily planning for yourself. For the moment, at the end of each day sit back for a moment and take the time to put together an outline plan of what’s expected of you tomorrow. In your notebook, you’ll be keeping a schedule of all the dates when projects are due or expected so you can keep track of them and pull them into your To Do list for the next day. If having a structured format for writing down notes, planning your day and prioritising your projects would help then use a copy of My Time and Project Manager (see the section on further reading and resources).
As part of this process go through today’s list to make sure you’ve done what you were supposed to do and to carry over anything that didn’t get finished today into tomorrow’s list.
Try to think about what their goals are and how you can support them. Ask yourself:
Be proactive and always look for chances to help and be useful. This will make you stand out and in due course you’ll start to be seen as indispensable.
If you focus on serving others what you are actually doing is investing in your social capital, while at the same time helping yourself to learn and develop. Do this throughout your career and it will pay back handsomely, believe me.
Instead treat your job as a chance to learn, but don’t simply expect to sit back and be taught.
You need to be proactive and self-starting. So, if you find a problem, don’t just go running for help immediately or ask someone to show you what to do. Instead think about the issue to see if you can come up with answers or options yourself, and then if you need to, go and check you have got the right answer.
Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Yes, as we’ve covered above you don’t want to be bothering people for the same instruction time after time, but if you have a problem you can’t solve or aren’t sure you have the right answer for, then ask.
I’ll let you into a secret, people generally like to be asked for help. It makes them feel good about themselves (I’m seen and respected as an expert) and what they’re doing (I’m being nice and helpful, how great am I?) and if they’re passionate about what they do they will positively want to share their knowledge with you. Some of them will even write a book about it…
And while we’re on the subject of learning, learn through errors. Cock-ups and errors happen to us all, it’s part of life. When you make a mistake admit it, don’t hide it. Take it to your boss (yes, you read that right) and show them what you’ve done and why. Work out together what needs to be done to fix it and how you can avoid it in future.
Trust me, it’s a better way than them finding out for themselves down the line.
Or I did until I got a new boss who called me into his office, threw my report at me and chewed me out asking me why my Section 48 report didn’t meet the requirements of Section 48 of the relevant law? To which the answer was, although I didn’t say so at the time, because:
Instead I’d simply had my brain parked in a bucket by the side of my desk while I got on with pushing my papers.
And as your career develops make sure you continue to learn. Take responsibility for your own development. After the bollocking I got from my boss for that report I realised I needed technical training in the area I was working in, so I signed up for a professional training course which eventually gave me my next business qualification.
Share your To Do list with them at the start of each day, is it covering everything they need or is there anything else they want? This helps you ensure you get off on the right track and shows them you are being proactive in planning your work.
Check in with them before you go home to ensure everything’s been covered off that’s needed today.
Show them your notes on a regular basis (that in itself is likely to impress them). Ask them whether they feel things have gone right and whether there’s anything you could have done better?
If there is, then look to make sure you do it next day.
Depending on how formal your workplace is, you might seek a regular feedback session, say on a monthly basis (particularly while you are working towards the end of your probation period). If you can get this agreed pull together a short summary from your notes about what you’ve been doing, what you’ve learnt, and what you see the key tasks and areas for development are for the next month.
In essence, this is some of the material a decent appraisal and development system should be requiring on a six-monthly or annual basis for all staff, you are just engaging in the same sort of process on an accelerated basis during your first few months when your need for development is likely to be most acute.
What’s the coffee making rota? (Probably you as the newbie, but you never know.)
Where do people go for lunch? Go with them and talk to people.
Same again after work if people socialise.
Just getting a cup of coffee can be a minefield. What’s the fridge and milk etiquette? Do people make a round of hot drinks, or get their own? Do people have their own mugs or is it a free for all? If you’ve used the last of the water in the kettle are you expected to fill it up again? What happens to dirty cups? Are you expected to wash up after yourself, put them in a dishwasher or leave them for a cleaner?
Get this wrong and you’ll be seen as the one who took my mug (and my milk), didn’t make a round of drinks for everyone, left the kettle empty for the next person and left your dirty cups in the sink as a mess for someone else to have to wash up and put away.
Unfortunately, in the work environment there’s always more work, and there’ll always be some people who will be happy to let you put in all the hours (even though in the long run this will lead to stress and lower productivity), the only person you can really trust to look out for you, is you.
You need to take responsibility for your own work-life balance right from the start.
You need to decide what your boundaries are. You need to ensure that you keep a life outside of work and you need to make sure you work hours you are comfortable with and take the holidays and breaks you need.
The Don’ts
If those are the Dos, then there are also clearly some Don’ts that you want to avoid.
Some of these are obviously the flip side of the Dos. If looking business-like and presentable is a Do, then turning up looking like a slacker or a tramp (in either UK or US meanings) are obviously a no-no.
The other key Don’ts are probably also pretty obvious if you stop to think, the only problem being that sometimes people don’t:
Enjoy yourself. Yes, you want to get on with people and make a good impression. Fun, good company and sensible is good, beneficial even, given that as you get on in your career socialising is likely to become an ever more important part of it at senior levels (see Chapter 8) and these skills are seen as an asset.
But whether there’s actually a manager there or not, be careful in what you do and how you behave so don’t overdo it, as stories about you will get around and get back to the office quicker than you can ever imagine. An outrageous drunken clown is not an asset, they’re a business liability.
So, don’t gossip about what you think about other people in the workplace, who you like and who you don’t, or over confide about issues at home. All that’s going to do is lead to trouble as it gets around the grapevine and you don’t want to be seen to be a source of trouble, do you? Thought not.
But the people you work with aren’t brought together because they like each other’s company and share each other’s outlooks and opinions. They are all there simply because they were hired to do jobs which needed doing, so you need to appreciate:
All of which is a long-winded way of saying remember you are there to work, not debate or campaign, so park your politics or whatever at the door and don’t bring up contentious subjects at work, certainly not until you have a thorough understanding of the culture, and have established strong and respected relationships that can take the weight of your opinions.
Starting conflict in the workplace is not the way to give your boss what they want.
This is an area where I’d expect quite a lot of potential conflict to arise in employer/employee relationships, particularly as social norms change. (How many years back would it have been when there could have been concerns about employees coming out as gay, for example?)
However, without getting into a debate about the rights and wrongs of it, the advice simply needs to be, in these days of ubiquitous social media, think very carefully about what image you are conveying. These days what happens in Vegas stays on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Pinterest, Instagram…
Some practicalities
It’s also worth covering some practicalities that should be sorted out in your first few days on the job, and if not you might want to speak to your Human Resources (HR) or Personnel Department to ensure these are organised:
It should also specify the details of any initial probation period so you are clear on the length and review date. You should also make sure you understand as far as possible what your probationary period will be judged on (and if there any formal targets, for example) so you can focus on what you need in order to ensure success at that stage.
While almost all organisations have one of these, they vary widely in how it is used and viewed. Broadly the larger and more formally organised the organisation, the more this will be used and referred to as a day to day management tool and so you need to be aware of it and its key provisions.
At the other end of the scale smaller and less formally managed organisations may have compiled one once (or had their solicitors write one when they last updated their employment contracts) but it’s sitting gathering dust in a cupboard somewhere as no one ever looks at it, much less updates it. In which case the advice is probably leave well alone.
However, please never, ever, think that your job description is the be all and end all of what you are there to do. Think of it as the minimum core of what you must do, and then start looking at what else you can do on top of it.
Never even think, let alone say, That’s not in my job description. No one likes a jobsworth.
At the very least you should expect briefings on basics such as Health and Safety policies and procedures and usually IT and security; as well as a process for issuing you with a security pass, any IT or PPE (personal protection equipment) you need.
Some organisations have either formal or informal guides where someone is your key point of contact for an initial period with responsibility for showing you round and how things work.
In either case, you will need to establish what training you are expected to have and how this is being organised.
Employers have to rely heavily on the honesty and discretion of their employees in respect of expenses, since by definition this type of expenditure often cannot be pre-approved. Employers are therefore very sensitive to any suspicions that their expenses system is being abused. So, filing any claim for dodgy or padded expenses is a very quick way to severely damage your reputation for honesty and get yourself into real trouble. Just don’t do it.
These threats are real. Whilst finishing this book one of my businesses suffered a ransom ware attack, which encrypted all our files, meaning we lost a whole week’s transactions and had to do a full restore from our back-up.
Why have they employed you?
But before we get into more detail in the following chapters about how to manage your working life, it’s not uncommon to develop some nagging doubts during those early weeks and months about whether you can cope, so here’s a couple of things to think about by way of a bit of reassurance.
Remember, they hired you – that’s important
You have been hired. The organisation which has employed you spent time, effort, and cold hard cash, often quite a lot of all three, in looking to find, interview, select and engage someone; and out of all the people who went into the find part of the process (and believe me, there’s likely to have been a lot), they chose you.
So, always remember:
After all, having spent all that time, effort and money, don’t you think the people who were involved in hiring you are going to want the process to be seen to be successful? If it goes well they’ve got bragging rights about what a good choice they made in you haven’t they? But if you don’t do well, or even leave, then that’s a pain for them; not only might they look bad in front of their colleagues for having got it wrong, but the likelihood is they are going to have to go through the process all over again.
The bottom line? Once you have been hired, whatever it feels like, people will be wanting to make the job work for you so they will be motivated to help and be supportive. All you have to do is manage this the right way.
But what if I don’t know how to do the job?
If this is troubling you as a question it’s worth asking yourself what they hired you for (and spoiler alert), it’s not usually your skills or experience.
There are broadly three things that employers can be looking for in a potential employee and these are:
A well-used recruitment mantra is Hire for attitude, train for skills.
This reflects a view that your attitude towards the work will be driven by your personality, which is something that will be really hard to change (for more on this see Chapter 3); whereas particular skills can be taught (and for some entry level positions there may be no assumptions about you having any previously acquired technical skills at all).
In some rare cases employers who want to train people in their own particular approach can deliberately look for people with little or no technical skills or prior experience in an area so that they can start with a clean sheet.
Whilst Hire for attitude, train for skills seems a sensible approach, it is however a little simplistic as training someone with aptitude is easier than training someone without.
I personally have the hand-eye coordination of a sack of cement with the athletic physique to match. However much I might want to, be keen to learn and be prepared to put the effort in, my aptitude for developing the skills required to become a world class ping pong player is therefore abysmal. If an organisation wanted to hire someone to train for this role, whatever my attitude, I should quite rightly come last on the list of possible candidates.
In taking you on your employer will have taken a view on your skills, or even lack of them, and will have decided to hire you taking these into account, usually because they felt your attitude and your aptitude were actually what they were looking for.
And if they are happy about your attitude and aptitude, given that they know what they were looking for in respect of your job, then really, who are you to argue?
3 Managing yourself
I was applying for a job as a senior manager in the restructuring team of one of the big professional services firms. Their recruitment process was something they evidently took very seriously, for obvious reasons, and the interview process was billed to take most of the day, with two face-to-face sessions and some psychometric testing.
The interviews seemed to have gone quite well, but then the Human Resources person appeared for the scheduled session to give me feedback on my tests, and she was obviously nervous. She sidled around the subject for a while as if she was unsure about how to broach what she wanted to say, and the longer she took to come out with it, the more I wondered what the issue was. Had I come out as an axe wielding psychopath? Or was there a real problem?
Eventually she got around to it. The problem was, she told me, my profile indicated very strongly that not only was I very confident in my decision-making ability, but that I was very prepared to back my decisions by taking action.
Now at this point I was struggling to see the problem. After all I was applying for a job in business restructuring, involving work to save businesses which are going bust and running out of time, where the need to take and then implement quick decisions was in my view one of the key aptitudes required.
But in her reading, this equated to a degree of recklessness in my approach which the firm could not possibly risk, and so suffice to say, there wasn’t a meeting of minds and I didn’t get the job, thank goodness.
You’ll find as you go through this book that very little of it is about actual work, how to do this or that.
Instead most of it is about how to manage at work which comes down to understanding and managing yourself and then understanding and managing your relationships with others.
People are both individuals and types
You will already recognise that everybody you meet is different, with their own personality traits, act in certain ways, be interested in particular things, and be motivated by, and fear, different things.
But you’ll also be able to generalise some of the traits you see in people around you into types. Know any introverts? Know any extroverts? How different are they in what they want and what they respond to?
A lot of work has been put into assessing various aspects of personality in the work environment, so as a very simplistic introductory example imagine a (highly caricatured) organisation with only two different types of people in it:
To make this type of organisation work you’ll probably appreciate that:
What sort of peg are you?
If you had got a job with this organisation and were naturally either a square or a round peg, you’ll appreciate that whether or not you would enjoy it and be successful would be hugely influenced by whether you were joining the:
To see how you best fit in to your workplace your starting point is that you need to understand yourself, which is where psychometric tests come in useful.
What types of psychometric tests are there and how should you treat the results?
In being interviewed for your job you may have had to take some psychometric tests already (if you have then it’s usually considered best practise for the employer to give you some feedback on what your results were as in the case I’ve already described).
Some of these may simply have been designed to assess your aptitude and technical skills for the job in question. Applicants for a job involving coding for example, might be expected to take tests involving mathematical or logical reasoning skills.
But others will have been intended to find out more about your personality and working styles and it is this type we are interested in here.
Now I’d suggest that all these tests, and the interpretations of their results, need to come with some caveats:
So, as rules of thumb I’d suggest you:
I’d also suggest there are two types of psychometric tests that you should be aware of and, if possible take, covering:
Belbin Team Role Inventory (Belbin test)
The Belbin test came out of studies at a leading business school into how high performing teams work. It is used to assess how a person behaves in a team environment and their relative tendency to operate in each of nine possible team roles (where they will often naturally gravitate towards the same set of preferred roles in most situations).
It is widely used in business as findings have shown that balanced teams where all the roles are covered by the people in the team perform better than unbalanced ones.
It’s important to you as one of the things you will quickly realise at work is that you will generally be working as part of a team rather than simply as an individual, so if you want to be successful, making a success of team working is vital.
The nine roles are:
1 Plant – creative ideas generators. Teams need these to come up with innovative solutions but too many in a team and you will be overwhelmed with off the wall ideas. Also, just because the team has then decided on which idea to pursue doesn’t stop the plant from continuing to come up with new ones, which can be distracting.
2 Resource Investigator – the team’s link to the outside world and the one who tends to kicks things off by sourcing what’s needed to start with through their network, even if they then don’t necessarily follow through right to the end.
3 Co-ordinator aka Chairman – usually ends up organising and managing the team, making sure everyone’s involved and understands what’s been decided and what’s needed, but also delegating all the work so they end up with few, if any, actual actions themselves.
4 Shaper – shakers and movers, they are all about getting things done and driving for delivery. Get behind them or get the hell out of the way.
5 Monitor Evaluator – are the very necessary check and balance on the team with the ability to step back and take a clear view. Being analytical and prepared to take their time they are right much more often than they’re wrong so are always worth listening to, even if you don’t like what they have to say; but going too far they can end up being over critical and become a negative and demotivating influence.
6 Team Worker – are the treasures who keep everyone working together, diplomatically managing conflicts and stresses in the team. Often unappreciated or seen as weak and indecisive (that’s you I’m talking to Shapers), due to their natural focus on maintaining good working relationships, you’ll miss them if they’re not there as your team spends its time bickering rather than delivering.
7 Implementer aka Company Worker – know someone who insists on turning everything into a set of SMART objectives (see Chapter 4), is serious about their loyalty to the company and will take on the jobs everyone else hates because they need to be done? You’ve met an Implementer whose personal motto is probably Make a rule, keep a rule. Just don’t ask them to be spontaneous or bend a policy.
8 Completer/Finisher – is dedicated to ensuring everything is exactly right when it goes out the door. And right to their own high standards, not just to whatever anyone else thinks is good enough. So, depending on your point of view they either go the extra mile to ensure perfection, or are nit picking perfectionists who can’t delegate to save their lives.
9 Specialist – are technical experts, tending to focus on, and enthuse passionately about, a very narrow field, with limited ability to contribute outside of this aspect.
When I take this test my cluster of preferences in order are:
1 Shaper
2 Plant
3 Resource Investigator
4 = Chairman and Team Worker
Looking at myself and how I behave in meetings I recognise that regardless of my official role in any such group, I do tend to act in one or more of these roles depending on:
Understanding your set of preferred team roles, and an awareness of what others might be, can help you fit into a team more swiftly and can support you in making it as productive as possible.
Myers-Briggs
Myers-Briggs (and related 16-type approaches) is based on the psychological theories of Carl Jung and one of the most used personality tests in business with some people wearing their INTJ (or whatever) as a badge of pride.
The approach looks at your preferences (and note this isn’t about skill or ability) as to how you go about gathering and using information for decision-making across four scales. When thinking about the paired alternatives it’s important not to be judgmental, despite what might be your own strong preferences, that one is in any way better or more valid than another, not least because the usages of some of the terms are very specific and need to be distinguished from their everyday meanings:
Judging people will highlight their judging T/F score. So, a profile with TJ will come across as highly logical and probably task focused, while an FJ profile will be much more emotionally intelligent (or aware) and probably more people focused.
Perception people will favour their perceiving function S/N score. A profile with SP will present a focus on practicalities and hard facts, while NP profiles will be seen as having a tendency to abstract thought and theorising.
How you score across these four scales gives a matrix of 16 personality types and you will find a variety of descriptions and interpretations of each group of characteristics online.
I retook a form of the test while writing this chapter and came out as INFP, a type characterised as The Mediator (there’s a profile online at www.16personalities.com/infp-personality, which I found interesting, referencing as it does a strong urge to write).
Obviously, the idea is that by taking the test and learning your own set of characteristics, this can help you understand yourself and how you will be seen by, and interact with, those around you.
Thomas Personal Profile Analysis
A widely used commercial test, this is based on a short questionnaire where you are asked to think of yourself at work and ascribe a choice of descriptive words as most or least like you.
The results of this test are transcribed to give you a score across four characteristics to give you your DISC profile:
These are scored on a range of high (being what you like) to low (being what drives you) where the greater the distance towards the extremes of the possible score, the more intense the factor (while at the real extremes there is also a risk recognised that individuals can flip over into the opposite characteristic under certain circumstances).
Your scores are ranked in order:
to give a profile summarised as say DSIC or CSID.
One of my issues with the psychometric tests discussed already is that they provide a single snapshot result and this is a point on which PPA scores significantly in my view. Not only does the PPA approach recognise the risk that people’s reactions can swing widely at the extremes as discussed above, but the results are always mapped onto three graphs:
In giving this range of related views, PPA goes some way to dealing with some of the caveats I outlined earlier.
Excuse me but I’m an introvert
I started writing the first draft of this section by saying if you are an introvert (like me) then there’s good news and bad news, but of course the first thing to say is that the world is not simply this binary. While some people will clearly sit at either end of the scale, for the most part extroversion/introversion is a spectrum and people can exhibit ranges of behaviour in either direction.
Having said that, the good news if you do tend towards introversion is you’re not alone. It used to be thought that about 25%–30% of the population are introverts, although it turns out many of us may have just been too shy to say so, as current research suggests the figure is more like 50%. So, while you sit there alone, actually, you’re not.
The bad news is that traditional corporate cultures generally seem to have been set up to reward extrovert behaviours which are seen as leadership skills leading to promotion, and hence a self-reinforcing cycle. Think about where you are working and ask: Does everyone get a say or does the loudest voice prevail at meetings in your organisation? Does self-promotion or self-effacement move you forward? Is constant communication seen to be the way to be noticed?
This is also reflected in everything from the way people manage (extrovert managers tend towards expecting to tell people what to do, while introvert managers tend towards expecting their staff to think for themselves); through to how workplaces are organised such as open plan offices (how on earth is anyone supposed to concentrate in one of these?) which are fine for extroverts who are energised by constant interaction with people, but problematic for introverts who need to be able to have time on their own to operate effectively. Although as someone who would happily squirrel myself away and not talk to anyone all day I realise that to a degree natural introverts do need to be encouraged to engage with the rest of the staff (occasionally at least).
As someone who is sitting here writing this book on my own in my home office room, and by a strange coincidence has fled life in cubicle land and is now self-employed (and broadly unemployable), what advice can I give you on how to manage in an extrovert world?
Well one piece of good news is that the value of introverts and their skills are increasingly being realised. (See for example Susan Cain’s book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, or Jim Collins’ book Good to Great which points out that some of the most effective senior managers are those who are self-effacing and who put others and their organisations above themselves and their egos, particularly it seems amongst some of the tech sector.) As a result, some organisations are trying to develop practises which are more introvert friendly so as to reap the benefits of the more considered approach introverts can bring to an issue.
However, there’s no getting away from the fact that unless you are sitting at home typing a book, work is normally going to involve interacting with other people and so you are going to need to find ways to adapt and cope with this social environment.
In addition, given that you are likely to be somewhere on a spectrum rather than at a fixed binary point, you can look to explicitly move out of your comfort zone and develop and use extrovert behaviours by setting yourself targets to say speak up at the next team meeting and make X numbers of contributions (and there’s much more on managing communications in Chapters 7 and 8). By succeeding with small steps, you can become steadily more confident and able in using this set of behaviours whenever they are useful to you.
Assertiveness skills
But before we go too much further, some questions for you:
I’m hoping you’ve not got too much of a high score, but if many of these are feeling familiar then you probably need to work on your assertiveness skills, something we will come back to a number of times in this book (and you will need to read Chapter 6 on Managing To Say No).
So what is assertiveness (and almost as important for your perception of it, what isn’t it)?
At it’s simplest, being assertive is about:
As such, it’s the basis for having an open and honest relationship with people where everyone’s needs are respected and communications of these feelings and wants are made in a non-judgmental and unthreatening way.
One of the main barriers to you acting assertively will be your perceptions of what this means and how others will perceive it, so you may believe assertiveness is:
But just because you are honestly stating how you feel, this isn’t forcing people to go along with you. Remember the point above that this is about mutual respect. You respect other people’s opinions, wants and needs and their right to express them, don’t you? So why shouldn’t you have the same rights and expect them to do the same?
After all, people are always going to have differing opinions on any subject, so why shouldn’t yours be treated with the same respect as anyone else’s?
The good news about assertiveness skills are they are just that, a set of skills you can learn. They are not about who you are, they are about how you behave.
The bad news is that if you lack them, learning can be a difficult process as it means breaking some of the social habits of a lifetime. These are what you will probably have used to manage all your relationships up to now, so changing can feel very frightening and risky as you take your first steps.
However the benefits of achieving these skills can be enormous, life changing even, and not just in the ways you might think.
Yes, they can obviously help you get more control of your life and what happens, building your confidence, self assurance and self esteem. But equally importantly, they can also help you interact better with others, allowing you to operate in a genuine way to build up more honest and open relationships.
Elsewhere in this book we will talk about a simple three step formulation of What I like, What I don’t like, and What I want, but here, as we’re focusing on assertiveness, is a five step outline describing script which expands on this and which you can try using as an alternative whenever you want to ask for something:
1 Describe the other person’s situation – I know you’re probably busy. This demonstrates you are thinking about them.
2 Describe the issue as you see it – I know this job is urgent but I’m not sure I understand exactly what needs to be done and I know I’ll need some input from you. Be factual and non-judgmental.
3 Describe how you feel about it – I’m feeling stressed as I’m worried I won’t be able to deliver this job on time or properly for you. It’s very important that here you talk about your feelings, and avoid turning these into judgments which can be challenged.
4 Describe briefly and specifically what you would like to see happen – I’d like to book half an hour of your time after lunch to go through the file and brief me on the issues. Make this as positive and collaborative as possible.
5 Describe what the positive outcomes of this are going to be – I can deliver just what you need for when it’s needed which would make me feel a whole lot better. Ideally these positive results should benefit both them and you.
If you find starting a conversation difficult, another tip is to preface what you want to say by in effect asking permission to say it.
Examples of this approach are:
On the face of it these may seem extremely unassertive expressions as they are asking permission for you to speak. However, they are actually quite powerful tools for asserting that you have a point of view and that you wish to express it, as not least they are very difficult opening gambits for most people (other than the completely driven or actively rude) to say no to.
Similarly, if you find others taking credit for your ideas a simple formula I’ve seen used is to say: It’s great X supports my idea/agrees with me, but we need to get on and implement it by doing Y (which should be a very specific action).
As I’ve said, assertiveness is a set of skills which you can learn (and there are courses and books which could help you) but which probably involve challenging some long ingrained habits. As with developing any new skills you will need to develop them through practise.
Even if you do decide you want to take a course, you shouldn’t wait for this but should start today, as the sooner you begin, the sooner you’ll see some results.
A good first step is to become an active observer of assertiveness in action and find role models to emulate. Think about people you know or those you see around you at work:
Bearing what you’ve learnt in mind, then:
If you can, seek some independent feedback from friends as to how you came across.
Celebrate your wins and never allow yourself to be overcritical of how you do. Remember you are trying to change the habits of a lifetime and that’s going to be a long and sometimes hard road.
It’s also the case that some people around you will have been very happy with your lack of assertion as it will have given them an opportunity to dump, bully or freeload on you (sometimes for years). As you start to be more assertive, be prepared for some kickback from these types of relationships as your changed approach and willingness to be put upon is inevitably going to make life less easy for them, and equally inevitably, they aren’t going to like it.
But frankly, these are the sorts of relationships which are probably giving you the most grief and causing you the most anxiety and resentment, so the better able you are to deal with them, the happier you are going to be in the long term; even if in the short and medium term addressing the patterns of behaviour and expectations which have built up can be quite painful.
Have a balanced approach to your work and life
As we get to the end of this chapter, it’s important also to remember that as a person, you are more than just the hours you spend at work, and that work shouldn’t be all you do.
From time to time your working life will become stressful and may even make some unreasonable demands on you and your time which you may have to accept for a while. But as you start out on your career you should try and cultivate the habit from the outset of maintaining a reasonable work life balance.
Given modern working practises, this will be particularly important if you are expected to, or later come to, work from home as the ease of distinction between time at and not at work will become very difficult to discern.
Some final thoughts about you and others
Hopefully having read through this chapter and perhaps taking some of the tests mentioned will have helped you to understand yourself, your motives, preferred working and communication styles and roles.
It will have told you more about you and how you can best manage yourself, and crucially, how you would want to be managed by others, which is the first step towards managing your working arrangements successfully.
If you are a ‘square peg’ then at the very least realising this will help you in trying to structure your working arrangements with your boss in a way that helps get the best results for you and them. (I like to work to a written instruction so I can make sure I’ve done everything right so can we compile a checklist for me to use?) But ideally, as you move within the firm and opportunities present themselves you can then look to find where there’s ‘square peg’ work available, organised in a square peg way, working for a boss who appreciates and values square peg people and manages them in a square peg way.
If you are a ‘round peg’, then that’s the last department you are going to do well in so you’ll be looking to shape your career and seek work in a more ‘round peg’ friendly environment.
So, understanding your motivations can help you manage you and your work.
But of course, you aren’t the only person in the organisation.
Each and every one of your co-workers and bosses will have their own personality (yes really, even your boss’s bosses up to and including the CEO actually has a personality, normally at least). They will all have their own motivational preferences, likes and dislikes, ideal team roles and natural ways of working (and as a result may be better or worse suited to, and more or less comfortable, in the jobs they hold).
When in later chapters we start to look at communicating with people, and managing your co-workers and bosses, remember the sorts of team role preferences people may display as well as the range of personality types that these sorts of tests can highlight. Look to see how these may apply to the people you have to deal with every day.
If you can understand them and their preferences better, then you can better give them what they want, in the way they want it – and doing that is one the key secrets of success in the workplace.
4 Managing your time and work
I once bought a business supplying into the automotive industry as a turnaround project. In common with all the other companies in that particular supply chain it was measured and ranked (very publicly as a list of monthly comparative scores was sent to all suppliers including our competitors) on two delivery performance metrics:
The bad news was that the week after we bought the plant, we were called to what was described as ‘a main offenders meeting’ with a customer’s purchasing director to be told a) we were one of the worst performing suppliers on their list, and b) he wanted to know what were we going to do about it.
You are a supplier of services to your boss.
The likelihood is that your boss is not looking for you as a new starter to come in and immediately shine as a star, transforming the business from top to bottom.
Instead they are looking for you to be someone they can dependably rely on, in other words they will want to see that your work is delivered, on time, in full, and right.
So, what’s their perception of your OTIF and PPM scores?
And crucially, how should you work so as to give them what they want?
The temptation is to simply think you have to constantly be working harder and harder to keep on top of what’s being thrown at you. But that way lies burnout and stress.
Instead you need to understand how you might be able to work smarter.
Before carrying on with all the things you are trying to juggle at the moment and thinking about what you have to do next specifically, instead I’d like you to stop and think about how you need go about working generally.
In this chapter, we’re going to work through organising you and how you work to make life easier, and you more productive which means organising:
Organising your workplace
Take a look at your desk or your workstation. How well organised is it to support you in what you need to do?
How your working space is organised will have a real impact on everything, from how efficiently you work and how easy it is to find (or lose) things, through to health and safety as well as how you feel about your work.
Good manufacturing practise is to organise any working environment using the principles of 5S which was one of the foundation stones enabling Just In Time production. The approach has wide applicability to any workplace. Including your desk.
If necessary come in over the weekend and make a start on working through the five steps of a 5S process which are:
1 Sort – the first stage is to clean up the area. Remove everything that you do not need for what you are currently doing. Yes, everything. Put it somewhere you can find it when you need it.
2 Set – the motto of this stage is A place for everything and everything in its place. Organise the things you use for work so that the items you need most are the easiest and quickest to get at, with a clearly defined home, while things you need only occasionally are put away. This not only creates more room where you need it but also reduces wasted time in finding and fetching what you need most.
Depending on the nature of your work and the equipment you have to use, this step can also be an important help with maintaining health and safety in the workplace.
Then keep track of what you actually do use. Anything you’ve not fetched to use after three months you should be asking yourself if you really need it at all.
3 Shine – means then regularly cleaning and tidying up, and inspecting your workspace as you go. Is everything you need available and ready for use? Does anything need repair or renewal? Or has anything crept onto your desk that needs to be put away again?
4 Standardise – is normally about ensuring conformity of approach across all aspects of the working environment by the creation and implementation of a structured approach and agreed sets of rules, so it’s probably of less immediate relevance to you at this stage of your career.
An organisation implementing a full 5S process may, for example, look to ensure all workstations are identically configured to allow a particular task to be carried out. This way, any employee can use any position with exactly the same tools and resources at hand, and know exactly what the expectations are about how they should leave that station once they’ve completed their task.
5 Sustain – the hardest part of any 5S programme is, however, keeping it up and turning what is initially a one-off exercise into a habit through custom and practise.
To maintain the benefits of adopting a 5S approach to organising your working environment requires a disciplined focusing on keeping up those good working habits until they become second nature.
And keeping up your 5S organisation will take time in itself which you will have to set aside. Not only in setting it up in the first place and then instituting the regular shine process, reviewing your position and resetting your standards and taking any appropriate action.
While 5S as an approach seems a very simple thing, it is something that can have a huge impact on improving the:
Organising your time – time management
Remember the measure, On Time In Full?
It’s very easy to be busy in business. There are always things to do, deadlines to meet.
It’s more difficult to be productive. There are always things to do, deadlines to meet and the tendency is often to do the quick and easy and put off the time consuming and difficult.
Are you just too busy sometimes? Do you have impossible deadlines? Do you never have the time to sort out your inbox?
A busy fool is someone who is rushing around, always under pressure and always doing all sorts of things, but crucially, never actually achieving anything of value, and unfortunately, it’s a very easy habit to get into.
You need to avoid falling into this trap, and the key to doing so is how you prioritise and manage your work.
You often can’t control what you are given, but you can control how you choose to deal with it, which in the first place means basic time management, which is simply about how you arrange and control how you spend your time.
The key steps involved in successful time management are:
It’s difficult to overemphasise the importance of good time management to the quality of your working life (and your life outside work as well).
As you progress in your career, if anything it will become more important as you take on more responsibilities, so it’s good to develop good working practises as early in your career as possible.
Urgent and/or important?
You only have a set number of hours in any day, finding the time to fit everything into your busy schedule is often a problem, and there’s nothing worse than feeling at the end of it that nothing has actually been done properly (or even at all).
But the aim of successful time management is that you are productive rather than just busy.
And often if you look at what you are doing, you will find you are busy without actually achieving anything, because you are spending time on things that don’t really contribute to what you want to achieve, and not putting your time into the tasks that really matter.
The starting point is to therefore ensure you understand both the urgency, and the importance of each task on your list, and use these to prioritise your work.
Once you know the relative importance and urgency of each task, then following Stephen Covey’s approach in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, you can rank them across what is a typical management 2 x 2 matrix:
Importance | 3 Not Urgent X but Important | 1 Urgent & Important |
4 Not Urgent X & Not Important X | 2 Urgent But Not Important X | |
| Urgency |
Once you have your tasks allocated across this matrix you can then choose how to deal with them:
Sorting your work into these tiers is the first step to helping you achieve control of your work and avoid those feelings of panic and chaos that come from being busy all the time.
Instead you can now be as productive as possible within the time that you have as your effort is focused on doing quality work on Important items, while hitting the deadlines required for the Urgent.
Your To Do lists
Your daily To Do lists (you do have one, don’t you?) are the cornerstone of organising yourself to get things done as they help you prioritise, plan and focus.
There are various formats (see further reading for the one I use) but whatever approach you decide on, the key points are:
Sometimes however, whatever their actual urgency or priority, it’s very useful to take the conscious decision to tackle any particularly unpleasant tasks or things you really want to avoid first. If they are things you are going to have to do eventually, all you gain by putting them off is to have them hanging over your head all day until you do actually do them.
Whereas once they are done, you don’t have to worry about them anymore and can get on with the rest of your day.
By thinking about how long things are actually going to take, you can look to plan to give yourself enough time to do them and so avoid feeling rushed or pressurised.
When allocating time for a task, remember to include time at the end for checking it over and making sure you’ve got everything right before it goes off to your boss.
One of the great things about To Do lists is how good they make you feel:
Mind maps
As a tip, if you are having difficulty organising your To Do list (or anything else for that matter), try mind mapping whatever you are looking to organise first to see if this helps you in structuring your thoughts.
You can create a mind map (or spider diagram) by hand and if you find it a useful technique there are software packages you may want to use. As a freer form approach than listing or tabulation of information it can easily incorporate a variety of interlinkages, and don’t limit yourself to just words and a single colour if images and colour coding can help.
Drawing a mind map starts with putting your central idea or topic in the middle of the page, typically in a box or circle, from which you draw lines out to other topics, and then sub topics in greater and greater level of detail.
Mind map structure
As you post your topics and subtopics onto the map, you will naturally start to make associations between subjects which in turn tends to generate more ideas and help you analyse and assess whatever it is you are working on, as well as flagging up gaps that need to be filled.
As a graphical approach mind maps can hold and help organise huge amounts of information surprisingly effectively, whilst also being excellent tools for visualising and communicating ideas given their intuitive approach.
SMART objectives
SMART is a popular acronym in business used for setting objectives (although not everybody agrees on exactly what all the letters stand for).
The idea is that to be deliverable, or to hold the people involved to account for it, any project should be definable in terms of being:
Some versions for use with teams replace the A and R with alternatives:
If you haven’t (or can’t) broadly answer the above questions in respect of any project you are undertaking, you need to ask yourself what are you actually trying to achieve, how likely is it you’ll succeed and how will you know when it’s done.
When tasks are poorly defined or communicated enormous amounts of time can be wasted as the people working on them go off in wrong directions which contribute nothing towards progress, or go backwards and forwards with questions seeking the clarification and guidance which should have been given at the outset.
Without this sort of clarity any project is in danger of either:
Remember, being SMART is not just about setting goals, and the biggest tension tends to be between Achievable and Relevant.
Your SMART goals have to be things you can actually achieve so if a task is too big, (like eating an elephant) then it’s right to break it down into manageable portions (like a bite at a time).
But it’s equally important not to get bogged down in the detail, so always keep the bigger Relevant picture in mind so as to see how what you are doing fits in, and to keep on track to where you want to get.
Arranging to manage your workload
If SMART objectives can help you decide what you need to do, then working smarter is about how you go about doing it.
When you are looking at how to prioritise and plan your work going forwards, it’s well worth keeping notes on a daily and weekly basis of what you do, when, and how long it takes, as it can show you a lot about how you might plan to do things better.
Use a diary or day planner to keep a record of how you spend your time. Record what you do and how long it takes and take the time to review it on a regular basis.
By using your work log you can look to see:
This last category can be the most difficult to work through, but the starting point as with many things in life is understanding your real position.
And then regularly sync it across all your devices.
Try to shape your working approach to allow you to focus on what you really need to do, and following the Pareto principle (or 80/20 rule) this means concentrating on the 20% of your work which delivers the key 80% of the value.
Deadlines imposed by others will impact on your planning as essentially, they determine the urgency side of your prioritisation equation, while usually being largely out of your control.
You need to ensure you establish a reputation for doing things when you say you are going to, but this inevitably involves ensuring you give yourself realistic lead times, based on what’s actually achievable in the real word as part of your SMART planning.
And this realistic approach needs to include an allowance for contingencies. You need to provide time in your planning for the fact you will be interrupted because that’s just life (but as discussed below, while you sensibly need to allow time in your schedule for these you should still ty to manage them).
It sounds obvious, but to be On Time, you need to know what the required deadline is, so if you are not told when something is wanted by, make sure you always ask.
If you’re not given a deadline by the person giving you the work, then decide on an appropriate one yourself and let them know when you are intending to deliver it by. This way they either have their expectations set, or hopefully will be galvanised into letting you know what the real deadline is.
An obvious problem arises therefore when you can see from your planning and scheduling a deadline you are given is unrealistic.
When this happens, your options are to:
Needless to say, the more you can go to your boss with a plan or proposals on how the problem is to be managed and what’s needed, the more popular you are going to be.
So how can you go about squaring this circle?
You need to explore different aspects of the problem to see whether any changes can help, so consider:
If none of these are practical then you are going to need to make it clear, sooner rather than later, that while you will give whatever it is your best shot, you have to flag up that there is a severe risk that you will not meet the deadline.
The thing about not delivering on time is that people will notice when whatever it is isn’t there, so while it’s not great, telling them in advance is usually a whole lot better than having them find out by surprise on the day.
As a last resort, you can try asking your boss to help you with your prioritisation and agreeing your schedule; if something is going to be late then at least this gives them some choice as to what. But as I say, I’d use this technique very much as a last resort as other than perhaps in your very early days, your boss will be expecting you to be able to manage and prioritise your own work.
Yes, you will need to be flexible to deal with things that crop up, that’s why you need to build an element for contingencies into your planning, but as we’ve already discussed, the key to making progress is to focus on clearing your priorities, your must dos. After they’re done you can turn to your lower priority items, your nice to get dones.
Set aside time to focus and just deal with what you are working on. If necessary let the people you work with know what you are going to do and how, and make it clear that you will only deal with urgent issues while you are concentrating on this. Then once you are done, put some time into catching up and clearing off the small stuff.
And be realistic with yourself. You really don’t need to be in the office burning the midnight oil night after night. It’s alright not to finish everything on your To Do list for the day.
There’s always tomorrow, so always allow yourself some scheduled time at the end of the day to wrap up what you are working on and collect the list of things that you need to carry over into tomorrow as the start of tomorrow’s To Do list.
Then when you do go home you can relax and switch off from work, knowing you’ve closed everything off as far as it can be, and you have everything you need to remember scheduled in for the next day.
There is a very strong school of thought that you should only ever handle any piece of paper once, the idea being, you pick it up, deal with it there and then, and dispose of it by filing as appropriate, even if it’s in the round metal filing cabinet under your desk.
For devotees of this approach you essentially only ever need at most two folders:
This is a very useful discipline to adopt as it minimises wasted time in handling papers multiple times and so I’d highly recommend it.
At the same time, I would recognise that depending on the nature of the work you are doing there may in practise be a need for a third folder called Pending, but this needs to be used carefully if it is not to become a drain on your time. It should only be for papers where:
It should not be used to just store papers you have looked at and decided you’ll get round to dealing with later as the likelihood is you won’t. Instead, you will simply keep looking at them and keep putting them back into your pending file wasting time, time after time.
Deal with it and file it, or junk it.
Do you need the internet open for what you are doing? If not, why not close it? Do take regular breaks by all means, and do interact with your colleagues, but be honest with yourself. Is that trip to make a coffee really just an excuse to delay getting on with what you know you have to do? Is that chat while you make it really a time-wasting distraction from getting on with your job?
You need to recognise what’s helpful for you in doing your work and what’s not adding value, and take action appropriately, which can be tough, but can make a real difference.
At the same time keep an eye on what tasks seem never to actually get done. What are the things that never make it to the top of your To Do list?
Why are they not being done? Are they things you are always putting off, either because you don’t want to do them or because you are just focusing on things you enjoy, or on quick and easy things to tick off your list?
And if these things are never getting done, what does that mean for you and your organisation?
Are they things you need to try and pass over to someone else to do? Or are they things you need to bite the bullet and get on with tackling?
If you do look to pass them over to someone else, do bear in mind that you may need to give them training in what needs doing which will take some of your time that you will need to set aside.
If you have something you need to be able to concentrate on during the day without interruptions, then see if you can find a suitable quiet working space where you won’t be disturbed. Even in the worst open plan hells there are usually some break out or meeting rooms where you can grab some time to focus on a task.
If that fails, you could in extremis try a good set of ear defenders (and no I’m not joking, while you have them on they send out a real message that you’re trying to concentrate which even the most gossipy co-worker can find difficult to interrupt). But only wear them when you really need to, as you do need to interact with your colleagues the rest of the time and be seen as a part of the team.
Which brings us on to…
Managing interruptions
It’s all very well you setting out to be organised, but the reality of life is that interruptions and demands on your time will always come barging in.
So how do you manage to keep on track while this happens to you?
There are whole books on how to run effective meetings so as a guide to starting out in work I’m not proposing to go into that. Here we are concentrating on you as an attendee of meetings.
There are two basic types of meeting, regularly repeating meetings such as a daily stand up, a production planning meeting, or a regular project progress review; and ad hoc or project orientated meetings which are held as needed. And there are really only two basic purposes for having any meeting, which are to:
Anything else tends to just be a talking shop.
So, in respect of any meeting you are asked to go to, ask yourself what is the point of it? What specifically is it intended to achieve? Does anybody actually know? You would be amazed by how many meetings seem to be held apparently just for the sake of meeting.
Ensuring you are prepared is key to ensuring your meetings are productive. You are only going to get the right result if you have a clear idea of what you want to achieve once you are in the meeting. You can either wing it and try and succeed on the hoof, or you can do your homework and go in prepared. Your choice.
You should be able to tell what the meeting is for from the agenda, (which should be circulated in advance, otherwise how are you supposed to know what the meeting is about, what you are expected to bring to it, or how to prepare for it), and the attendees list.
If there are briefing papers attached, ensure you’ve read them (in my experience it will generally put you one up on most of the other people who are at the meeting).
If you or others are not properly prepared, then the likelihood is the meeting won’t achieve what it needs to. And what will happen then?
Another meeting will be needed as a follow up to achieve what the first one was supposed to, which is a completely avoidable waste of time.
Remember the basics. Be on time, at the right place, and bring what you need to.
As a trainee in a big accountancy firm I once misread the time when I was supposed to attend an internal meeting, and as a result I arrived an hour early. As the speaker began it slowly dawned on me that a) the only other people in the room were all partners, b) what I was hearing was a confidential partner level briefing on the firm’s strategy that I had no right to hear… and c) that my boss had just noticed me.
As a piece of advice on etiquette, at the top of this section I made the point that you might not really need to be there all the way through a meeting so it may be appropriate to try and avoid the irrelevant parts. However, this could be seen as disrespectful by the person who’s organised the meeting, as you are in effect saying you have better things to do with your time than stay in their meeting. Take great care with any attempt to duck out of parts of a meeting. I would always suggest you approach the organiser in advance and ask them if they think you should stay on after the part which is relevant to you. This shows respect for their meeting, and gives them the choice as this way you are volunteering that you don’t think you will be adding value to their meeting after a certain point.
And bear in mind as well that meetings are part of the social glue that binds organisations together; while a meeting you’ve been asked to might not be strictly relevant to your current priorities, it may be of value as an opportunity to learn more about the organisation and see and be seen by your colleagues.
When making a call always try and schedule it first with the person you need to speak to (or even ask them to call you if this is easier although this runs the risk of creating an interruption).
When you are working and need to concentrate on something, don’t be afraid to put your phone on mute and use voicemail to take messages. Just ensure you keep an eye on it for any critical calls that you need to take, schedule time in your tasks to check your voice mail regularly, and respond in an appropriate timeframe.
If your phone diverts to others, make sure you brief them on what you are doing and how they should respond to calls. They will need to know when to take a message, when to put something through to you and how to answer the question: Do they know what time you will be free?
Sometimes it’s a work-related thing, such as a task where they want your help and sometimes it will make sense to give it, and sometimes it won’t, so if you don’t want to waste your time you are going to need to say no.
If saying no does not come naturally to you, refer to Chapter 6 for help on developing this skill.
Other interruptions and wastes of time aren’t work related but are more general socialising and gossip.
Yes, you do need to engage with the people around you and become part of the team. But make sure you balance the amount of time you devote to this task with the other directly work-related ones in your daily schedule.
Your worst enemy? Your inbox
And crucially, don’t interrupt yourself unnecessarily, which in the modern world means avoid letting your inbox run your life.
Your inbox will feel as though it is full of people shouting at you that they need things or a response now.
Some of these things will be important interruptions that yes, you do need to respond to, but by far the majority won’t.
You have a choice, to run your work and your day:
Which one do you think is going to be more stressful? Which one do you think is going to be more productive?
So, deal with your inbox in the same way you would deal with other interruptions. Avoid it so as to concentrate on doing what you actually need to do. Close your email if necessary and if that’s not practical, certainly turn off instant notifications.
Then schedule specific times in your day to catch up, go through and deal with the noise of those emails as a specific exercise (remembering to properly file the emails in an appropriately structured set of folders).
A CEO I know who runs a consultancy and training business makes it known to all his staff and his clients that he does not read emails during the day, full stop. Instead he sits down at 10pm each night at his home office and deals will all the day’s emails in a single session before he goes to bed. That way he can plan his whole day around delivery of what actually matters to his business and his clients.
Run your day your way, don’t let your inbox run it for you.
Final tip for time management? Just say no
People at work and elsewhere are free to ask you to do all sorts of things which will take up your time, from doing a thing, to helping with a problem, to attending a meeting.
But just because someone asks, doesn’t mean you have to do it.
It’s your time, your life, your priorities, not theirs.
Sometimes you just need to give a polite no.
Is that an uncomfortable thought?
You can try reminding yourself that you need to manage your time. You can try considering that if they are free to ask, then it’s only fair you should be equally free to say no.
But as I’d guess neither of these are necessarily going to help, coming up there’s an entire chapter devoted to Managing To Say No.
Organising how you work
Remember the quality metric PPM?
I had a gap year job, it would be described as an intern role these days, where amongst other things I had to drive my boss around, well, his ban was only for a year.
And so, one time I dropped him, his wife and their two children at Heathrow airport to fly off on holiday.
I knew the date and time they were flying back and so there I was at the right time, sitting at Heathrow waiting for them to arrive.
The only problem was, I was in the wrong place, as they had flown back into Gatwick.
As my jetlagged boss, his wife and two tired children organised an unexpected and expensive taxi ride for them and all their luggage, just how reliable and dependable do you think he considered me?
The lesson I learnt? Never assume. Always make sure. And then check again.
You need to stay on top of your work and not let things slip through the cracks as that can destroy confidence in you and your reliability which can take huge amounts of time to rebuild.
So how do you organise your work to achieve the right quality standard every time?
Have systems, standard operating procedures, and checklists
The answer to that is to develop systems, standards and controls to ensure things are done right first time, every time.
In manufacturing circles, a Standard Operating Procedure or SOP is a written set of instructions specifying all the steps in any routine activity. The idea is that an SOP can give any worker the information they need to do the particular task properly which:
SOPs should always be as simple, short and as easy to read as possible:
As they capture the process and checks required, they are then often also used as the basis for checking or auditing work as the test is to see whether it matches the standard set.
And the same considerations apply to any tasks you have to perform on a repetitive or routine basis.
So, for example if you are involved in arranging meetings, you might have a checklist of things you need to remember to organise each time to ensure you cover all the details required to make it a success such as:
If it’s a virtual meeting such as a conference call or using a meeting app you will need to know the call and log in details, as well as any codes required to join the meeting.
Have all the relevant details been provided to all the attendees?
What is the agenda? Are there action points or minutes from the last meeting? Do supporting papers need to be circulated?
To be prepared, attendees will require time to read any material so how far in advance do these need to go out? Does your organisation have a formal policy on this you need to comply with?
Hopefully you can see how the list of topics above could quite easily be transcribed into either a flow chart to set out the process of organising a meeting, or a checklist you could complete as you go to ensure everything has been organised.
You’ll also hopefully see that had I a) had this sort of checklist and b) actually used it properly to check meeting my boss on his return from holiday, the result would have been me turning up at the right place.
This approach does however require a degree of self-discipline summarised in Make a rule, keep a rule, and a requirement to really use the checklist and actually consider and answer each question properly. If you continue to make assumptions that things on your checklist have been done rather than actually checking, sooner or later you will get tripped up.
Adding value and avoiding waste
Key to working well is ensuring the work you do adds value.
It sounds a simple thing, doesn’t it? But have you stopped to ask yourself whether the things you are doing are actually valuable in that a customer would be prepared to pay for them?
Or are they wastes? In which case, you need to minimise or eliminate them as far as possible.
The classic test for waste activities, again much used in manufacturing circles is to look out for TIM WOOD(Y):
In addition, every time something is moved or double handled, there is an additional risk it may be damaged, delayed or lost, so it brings a risk of higher costs.
So, when organising your work, always be watching out for TIM WOOD(Y) and try and eliminate him as ruthlessly as you can, as the time you save on him you have available for things your customers actually want and value.
And finally, a word about procrastination
Don’t.
Deciding to do nothing about an issue, or to wait and see, are both completely valid decisions. So long as they are actively made choices based on an assessment of the pros and cons of a situation.
Procrastination on the other hand is a major time stealer as it turns small tasks into long term drains on your time as they come up and are put off time after time.
Reasons for procrastination can include:
Procrastination is a waste of time. And if there’s a single lesson to be drawn from this chapter, it’s don’t waste your time.
5 Managing your co-workers and your boss, and working in a team
I’m involved in running a number of businesses so I end up going into a different office almost every day, often after having driven two or three hours to get there, and I have to admit I’m human (grumpy in the morning might be another word for it). I like to have a bit of routine when I arrive to help me feel I’ve got organised to face the day.
I like to get in, say Hi to whoever’s around, pull my laptop out and plug it in, log onto the wifi to start downloading my emails, open my diary and To Do list workbook on the desk so I know what I’ve got on, make myself a cup of coffee, and settle in at my desk. Sounds a lot but really it’s less than five minutes at the start of each day.
Then I’m feeling set up, organised, and ready to deal with the world.
So, how do you think I tend to react emotionally when I’m only just in through the door, I’m getting my laptop out of my bag and haven’t even sat down yet, and someone comes rushing over with some complex detail problem that they want to brief me on and usually pass up the chain to me for a decision?
Inward groan? Irritation? Being honest, in all probability, yes.
Whereas if they’d waited five minutes until I was settled in and ready for business?
Well bringing me an issue isn’t a problem, making decisions is generally what I’m there for.
My point is, the people you work alongside and for are human, and to make a success of working with them you need to understand what they want and need and how to manage your relationships with them. And sometimes it’s the little things, like just giving your boss five minutes in the morning to settle down before you hit them with their first problem of the day…
This chapter is going to look at:
General principles for making a success of working with people
If you want this in one line, it’s Find out what they want, and give it to them.
Really, it’s often that simple, however to put some flesh on these bones:
As you get to know someone try to learn about their plans, dreams and ambitions, everybody has them, as these will be what drives them, and determines what they want.
And remember your personality type and team role preferences and how important these are to what you want and how you like to work.
Well guess what, your co-workers and boss have personality types and preferences too, so think about what these are as you can use this insight to deliver not just what they want, but in the way they want it.
And while I’m on the subject of other people and their foibles, always make sure you are seen to treat people with respect. Not just people above you in the organisation chart, but everywhere: up, down, and sideways. I don’t care who they are or what they do, but everyone you meet is an individual with feelings, emotions and a value who deserves your respect, whatever they are doing and generally however they are acting; so giving it is just the right thing to do.
Besides which, from a self-interest point of view, you never know who’s going to end up where. There’s an old saying about being careful about treating people right on the way up, as they can hurt you on the way down.
But a word of warning on relationship building. Be careful, as however friendly your work relationships are, your co-workers and especially your boss are not your friends (at least not yet).
You would expect your friends to be loyal to you. Would you expect the same of your boss? Your co-workers and boss are going to have other loyalties: to the organisation, their pay packet which puts food on the table, and their careers; which may well trump any friendship with you if there’s an issue, so don’t over share too early.
But when you do talk, remember to always be seen to recognise other people. If you’re discussing a project talk about us or we, rather than I. Always recognise everyone in a team is a contribution to its success.
To do what you want to do for others, you will need people to do things for you, so don’t feel guilty about having someone do their job. Be clear and reasonable about what you need and when, so don’t be afraid to ask for specific details of when something will be delivered, and then expect them to deliver on time in full. If that’s the standard you are looking to deliver, why should you put up with anything less in turn?
And some Don’ts should go without saying, but I’ll say them anyway. Don’t be disruptive. Don’t talk about pay. Don’t gossip. And don’t be a BMW, (Bitcher, Moaner, Whiner); if you’ve got a problem work out how to solve it and get it sorted.
Use communication styles appropriate to the person you want to communicate with
This is a subject we’ll come back to in a later chapter but the key point to bear in mind when working with people is that we can differ in how we best express and take in information.
There are various different models of increasing complexity but for these purposes people are likely to have varying degrees of preferences for four main ways of finding out about something:
You in turn will have a style of communication which comes naturally to you. It probably sounds odd from someone who’s writing a book, but I tend to think in pictures and if I’m communicating face-to-face I will be up at a whiteboard or flip chart and drawing diagrams and grids before you know it.
However, if you want to communicate effectively, then it’s not just about you and what you prefer as a style. You have to get what you want across in a way that the other person can absorb and so one easy step you can take is to make your communication style appropriate to the person you are dealing with.
So, whoever you are dealing with, before you say, or draw or write or demonstrate anything, ask yourself, how do you think they, as an individual, prefer to receive information?
Negotiations
Many people’s starting point in any negotiation is simply to ask themselves a variation on the old five finger question, What’s In It For Me?
This tends to go with an assumption that negotiations are a zero-sum game in which for me to win, you have to lose. (There’s only enough cake left for one, if we both want it then one of us is going to go without.)
But it’s usually more productive to ask, What’s In It For Them?
This is because life tends to be more complicated than a simple binary choice of winner and loser. In any negotiation people will tend to have a range of motivating factors, of differing levels of importance, and so it is often perfectly possible to obtain a win-win solution where each side gets the things they want the most, rather than an absolutist win-lose result (and in fact as we’ll see there are a number of other combinations).
Which is why the What’s In It For Them? question is such an important starting point for you. Because if you can structure your argument around that for what you want, how much more likely are you to get agreement?
Many of your interactions with the people around you will be negotiations of one form or another, it is everywhere around you at work and as with a number of topics I’m covering there are many, many specialist books devoted to it so I’m going to keep what I say quite limited to cover three points:
Five types of negotiation
Do you approach every negotiation the same way?
The answer is probably not as both the relative importance of achieving the outcome and in maintaining your relationship with the other person will vary. As a result, Lewicki and Hiam developed their Negotiation Matrix showing when five different strategies are most applicable:
Importance of main-taining a relationship
Importance of main-taining a relationship
Importance of achieving a successful outcome
Importance of achieving a successful outcome
In this model the two driving factors are the importance to you of:
Importance of maintaining the relationship
Importance of maintaining the relationship
By assessing where you (and the other party) sit on this table you can work out which negotiation strategy is probably going to best suit you (and them). Then once you have started, if you observe which approach they have taken this can also give you clues as to how they see the position which can help you in assessing their priorities and adjusting your stance accordingly.
In my books on buying and selling businesses I mention a rule of thumb: The first one to mention price loses, and this is a specific instance of a more general phenomenon which is whoever makes the first offer tends to be the one who comes off worst in any negotiation. Always wait for the other person to make the first move as it gives you clues as to how flexible they are prepared to be as well as what their priorities might be. Your compromises when it comes to counter offers should always be small to maximise your bargaining position, but focused as far as possible on addressing their key concerns so as to deliver maximum value to them.
What are negotiations about?
It may sound obvious but understanding what the other person really wants is usually critical to having a successful negotiation with them, but how often do you feel you really know this?
It can be difficult, as for a wide range of reasons people will often hide their real needs (either deliberately or even unconsciously), but this makes it very difficult to achieve a satisfactory solution which will endure in the long term as whatever is agreed now, isn’t actually addressing their real needs.
The Onion (or Conflict Layer Model from Working With Conflict by Simon Fisher et al) distinguishes three layers:
The idea behind this approach is by understanding the differences you can seek to focus on the needs which really matter to you, enabling you to communicate these openly to the other party.
However, this does rather presuppose you are engaging in a collaborative style of negotiation where both sides are looking to work towards a joint solution.
However, even in other situations where a collaborative style is not so appropriate, this is still a useful model for both:
To use this approach you need to work backwards from your position, or theirs if you are trying to anticipate the other party’s needs, (What you say you want):
You can normally tell when you’ve identified your real needs as you will recognise these are the things which you absolutely must achieve for you to feel the negotiation has succeeded; so they become your non-negotiable base line.
Use this understanding to negotiate to ensure you meet your real needs.
What you need to be clear about before you start any negotiation
From the above, to achieve a successful negotiation you therefore need to understand:
However, in addition to these, you also want to think through your priorities, options and what you are looking to achieve, so before starting any negotiation you should always ask yourself (and seek to have answers to) three fundamental questions:
Once you have got to what you wanted, taking the risk of going for more or extending discussions should be an active decision as you may simply wind the other party up or give them the chance to change their mind. If you have the win you came for always consider banking it and walking away. Don’t just get greedy and gamble away a real win.
Organisation structure and culture
But before you start looking at how you work with the people around you, it’s useful to think about the context in which you are working.
Remember that organisation chart and employment manual you were given on your first day?
Do they tell you everything you need to know about how your organisation actually works?
No, they don’t, because they are only half the story, if that.
Two of the strongest forces operating within and on an organisation, are its structure and its culture. It’s important to understand what these are, how they are linked, and crucially, how they differ, as they will have a huge effect on how everyone around you works and behaves.
• Structure – is how the organisation is arranged and operates. As such it’s something very formal that has been set in place by the organisation’s management and is also very public in terms of things like job titles and those organisation charts, as well as being expressed in things like policies, processes, and procedures that are in the manual you’ve been given.
• Culture – is also how the organisation operates. However, it’s about the shared values, experience and beliefs of the organisation. Whilst these days organisations will generally try to take steps to cultivate the culture the management aspires to, it is however something which is to a large degree independent of management, is informal and takes the form of war stories, in-jokes, reputations and myths.
Because a culture grows up over time, is never formally set out, and forms such a pervasive background of How we do things here, this wood is often all but invisible to those working inside the business who only see trees. But despite the fact it’s invisible and everybody in the organisation will have a slightly different interpretation of what it means, it’s the crucial glue which binds the organisation together, defines who does (or doesn’t) fit in, and sets all those unwritten rules which you are going to need to absorb if you’re not to trip over them.
Structure determines if A is B’s boss.
Culture determines what being boss is expected to mean here, from slave driver to supporter.
Different types of structure and culture
Each organisation will have its own distinctive culture derived from a mix of sources and influences including its history, its founders, its senior management, the way the firm sees itself, (Are we a sales focused organisation, or one focused on engineering excellence?) down to the type of employees it recruits, and where they come from.
While the details of each culture and structure will differ, there are some broad recognisable types and as businesses develop in size and complexity, the structure and cultural style often develop along parallel lines from:
• an entrepreneurial to a functional structure, and
• a power based to a role based culture.
Structure types | Culture styles |
Entrepreneurial:
| Power based:
|
Functional:
| Role based:
|
There are two further common (if specialist) business culture/structure pairings which are:
Structure types | Culture styles |
Matrix (see below):
| Task based:
|
Specialist:
| Resource based:
|
Matrix structures tend to evolve in specialist circumstances, for example a major engineering operation where each client project has a manager (A, B or C), whose job it is to manage the project on behalf of the customer by in effect purchasing services from the business’s various departments such as production, HR, etc.
And of course, given that culture is ultimately created and driven by people and their views, an organisation’s culture is not going to be consistent across all teams, departments, or locations. You may find the culture of the part you are in differs markedly from that in the office across the hall or the site down the road.
Understanding your organisation
A key step in working successfully within the structure and culture of an organisation is understanding it. Take the time to have a good look around to see what sort of place you’ve got yourself into.
To help you to understand what sort of an organisation you are working in, take a step back and think about its structure, culture and how they interact.
For each of the key roles in your business is someone shown as clearly responsible?
Working in teams
One key difference you may find from school or university to work is the degree to which you will be expected to work as part of a team in many situations, either as part of your normal day to day activities, or on some ad hoc project. Some of these teams will be set up very formally with a strong degree of structure, set roles and strict project management, others will be quite informal groupings quickly arranged to get something done.
It’s also the case that teams may not just be restricted to people within your own organisation, as it will be interacting with a wide range of other parties, from suppliers to customers, or business partners, or advisors. You may find yourself involved in teams involving not just people from other areas in your business (cross functional) but with people from very different businesses, organisations and cultures.
So, to make a success of working in teams, it’s important you have an understanding of how teams work.
Creating effective teams
Forming an effective performing team is not just a matter of putting a set of people in a room and giving them a task, as to become a team the individuals have to go through a four-stage process usually characterised as:
Any team will have to go through some form of this process in order to gel. For example, we have already covered that individuals will have preferred roles within a team and the members will have to find and settle into the roles that make sense both for them and the operation of this particular group.
Effective teams tend to share a number of characteristics, so when setting the teams’ norms, it is beneficial to actively seek to develop these:
This will generally involve a commitment to good, honest and open communication, recognising the differing contributions people will be able to make to the team, and a wish to ensure everyone’s views are both heard and understood.
It will involve a desire to both work as a team, with everyone taking responsibility for their own actions and helping each other so as to achieve the joint objective, and be regarded as a team with the output being recognised as a team effort.
And it will involve some basic considerations of respect for each other and the team as a whole, such as a commitment to punctuality and regular attendance at progress meetings.
In some cases, teams will adopt a formal code of conduct setting out a basic agreement as to how the team members commit to working together and treating each other.
This means both people with sufficient ability in terms of knowledge but also an appropriate spread of Belbin team role profiles to ensure all the functions required to allow a team to operate effectively. If you want to deliver, do you have a Completer/Finisher? If you want to assess the options objectively do you have a Monitor/Evaluator?
The steps to getting an effective team are relatively straightforward and involve:
Size of the team is also an issue with some thinkers suggesting that four people is the best size of a team as giving enough to cover off the team roles, whist being sufficiently few to be able to work closely together.
But it’s worth asking why you want a team to be effective. It may sound obvious but a well-functioning team has a wide range of advantages as:
• People tend to be more engaged, taking ownership of the problem and seeing how it fits into the big picture, and actively supporting the team effort.
• Effective teams have access to a wide range of resources in the skills, knowledge and effort team members will bring to the party giving the team a greater ability to solve problems and achieve results.
• For the team members themselves, effective teams give more scope for growth, development, and a sense of achievement, as well as just being more fun to be part of.
The care and management of bosses
When you are working you will have a boss, and in many ways this is going to be the most important relationship in determining how you get on in your first year at work. It’s therefore worth giving some specific thought as to who they are and how to manage your interaction with them.
As with everyone else however, the same basic principle applies, to have a successful relationship you need to find out what they want and then give it to them.
Let’s look at some of the main types of boss, think about how to understand them and their needs, and then set out some guidelines to dealing with them successfully.
What type of boss have you got?
Bosses come in a variety of flavours and there are many ways of slicing and dicing them into groups.
For me one of the most useful ways of thinking about the type of boss you have is to realise that someone giving you work can:
• set you high or low levels of challenge to perform (on all sorts of levels, and in all sorts of ways such as the difficulty or quantity of the work, the time pressure, or the standards required); and
• give you high or low levels of support by way of guidance, training, resources, or feedback in doing that work.
So, in best management tradition this gives a 2 x 2 matrix (and as a tip, if you every want a career in consultancy, there’s very little in business that people don’t try to get down to a 2 x 2 matrix):
Challenge | 1 ‘To’ Bullying | 4 ‘With’ Developing |
2 ‘Not’ Absent | 3 ‘For’ Mollycoddling | |
| Support |
1 High challenge/low support – is a bullying, non-caring style where your boss does stuff To you. Typically, they will dump work on you in a demanding way, with little or no sign of appreciation for what’s delivered, and often quite the reverse in terms of criticism of every failing. Not uncommon as a style in very old fashioned top down cultures, these bosses will just keep on driving you until you eventually die of overwork, at which point they get their next slave.
2 Low challenge/low support – is an absentee boss who basically ignores you. In this situation, you will receive no interesting or challenging work and you will eventually die of boredom and despair, forgotten and covered in dust.
3 Low challenge/high support – is a mollycoddling mother hen type who tends to do stuff For you whenever a question arises, so you have very little chance to try new things, stretch yourself, learn, or develop, and so you end up being kept dependent on others for ever which is not going to take you anywhere.
4 High challenge/high support – is someone who will work With you in a way that develops you and your skills. Make no mistake, they will be demanding, with very high standards and sometimes quite scary expectations that will make you feel stretched and which to be honest, sometimes you will fail to reach, because they are stretching. But they will also want to help you reach the standards they want to see you at, so they will be there to support you with advice, encouragement, understanding, time and resources (so long as they see that you are putting the effort in on your side to working towards developing yourself which is what they want) – and any failures, so long as honestly reported, will be treated as learning opportunities.
Number 4 is the sort of boss you want to find and get to work for as much as possible since while it may be a tough gig, ultimately it’s the most rewarding and developing way to go.
Understanding your boss
Your manager is someone who is:
• Busy, they will have their own responsibilities, and remember you’ve not been hired for the fun of it, you are there because they have work that needs doing and have made the case they need to spend money on you to do it.
When they are dealing with you, you need to always bear in mind that they will have all sorts of other things going on in terms of tasks, projects and other people’s interests to balance, and so much as they might want to, looking after you is never going to be the only item on their agenda.
• Unlikely to be completely independent and able to set all their own priorities and rules. In any organisation of any size your boss is going to have their own bosses to please, targets to meet and policies and procedures with which to comply.
• A human being, with a private life outside of work, and so in addition to their work considerations and pressures they will have a range of priorities, plans and issues they are also dealing with and which will affect their demeanour, none of which have anything whatsoever to do with you. Sometimes your boss has just got out of bed the wrong side in the morning and it is nothing personal.
• May or may not have had any training in managing people, and may or may not be a good manager (with or without training).
There is often a tendency to promote people doing a job and to simply expect them to be able to manage others (their co-workers) doing it. However, this can be a difficult transition to make without support and for example typical strategies adopted by first time managers or team leaders asked to take responsibility for managing their workmates can be:
What new managers need to learn is how to have a consistent relationship with the people they are responsible for managing, where everyone is clear about the standards required, and the support and commitment the manager will be giving back to their team.
It’s not always an easy skill to learn as people will have differing aptitudes for management and as a result you may come across reference to the Peter Principle which suggests that people are promoted based on their ability to do their present job, until they get to a job which they can’t do (their respective incompetence), at which point they become stuck.
• Will have their natural operating style which can include:
• Will have their own approach to delegation (or not).
Some are incurable micromanagers who are nervous about letting go and want to ensure they have a handle on all the details, all the time, so they’ll be peering over your shoulder constantly wanting to know what’s going on and checking what you are doing.
Others take the view expressed to me by one boss of If I’ve hired a dog there’s no point in barking myself, and want you to take over responsibility for getting on with your work, expecting to be called in as and when required on a management by exceptions basis.
Managing your manager
Your job is, in part, to manage upwards, to manage your boss and your relationship with them. So, the key things you need to do are:
• As we’ve covered in this chapter already, start by understanding what drives them, what they want, and how they like it. Then you can use this to decide what they need from you and how best to give it to them. Remember the points made above in that they are a person just like you, with bosses, targets, career, family life, aims and ambitions, so ask yourself what their goals are.
• Once you understand that, align your work with their goals and focus on making them and your team look good.
Try to anticipate their needs:
• Respect their time:
So, don’t just raise an issue. This is called delegating upwards and is something that your boss is likely to find very irritating as a sign of someone who is not taking responsibility for their work and who is just pushing all the decisions on jobs back up to them.
If you see an issue:
In short, bring them an answer to approve, not a problem to solve.
• Be there for them and always deliver – become the problem solver, the go to person that everyone looks to when something needs doing absolutely reliably. Once you are indispensable, you will stay indispensable.
• Work on establishing a good, personable, professional relationship – the stronger the better.
But crucially, don’t overstep the mark. Even more than your co-workers, your manager is not your friend and both of you need to keep a professional distance. No matter how nice they may be, or how much you socialise, treat them with respect but don’t share your innermost thoughts, or views on other members of staff.
• Finally, be loyal and supportive – good bosses will repay this and can become lifelong mentors who can help you with your long-term career (once you’re not working for them). Poor bosses? Well not so much.
6 Managing to say no
I’m busy trying to make a living, sorting out problems and issues in the businesses I’m involved with, whilst also looking for the next opportunity and working on getting the next project off the ground.
So why do I currently have an unpaid job as a director of a professional body?
Because I said yes when I should have said no.
Why saying yes is a problem
Earlier in this book I’ve made a bit of a thing about your saying yes, particularly early on so as to show willing and establish the right first impression. And there’s no doubt that in many ways it’s good to say yes.
But in your working life you will be bombarded with requests and if you want to deliver On Time In Full with zero PPM, then the practical position is you can’t say yes to them all.
Saying yes too often just ends up with you:
In short, the inability to say no is a ticket to underperformance and burn out.
Yes, you need to act as a team player and help out. Yes, you need to take on new things outside your comfort zone, but never forget you also have to manage your time and resources so as to be able to deliver what you’ve said you will, when you’ve said you will.
Taking on too much doesn’t actually help anyone as it never ends up being done properly.
So, to manage your time and capacity all you need to know and use is one magic word.
No.
Why saying no is difficult
However, saying no can be very difficult and many people have real problems with it.
We are social animals and to help maintain our social bonds we often want to please others, so saying yes not only feels the easy answer, it is the easy answer.
So why is no so difficult?
It can be for a variety of reasons, which mostly come down to concerns about relationships and your self-image:
While all of these reasons for not saying no can have some validity in terms of how you need to manage your dealings with the people around you and your own emotions, they need to be balanced against your need to respect and manage your own time and commitments.
Why saying no allows you to say yes properly
When someone asks you to do something, you have the right to say no, whether it’s to:
Hopefully if you’ve read this far you’ll appreciate you need to manage your time to:
And picking up from above, sometimes it feels easy to say yes because what’s being asked doesn’t sound like much, particularly if it’s a way off in the future when you’re sure you’ll be able to fit it in somehow. But it’s surprising how quickly small things multiply and add up to big interruptions; and how quickly sometime in the future becomes now while you’re doing other things.
Saying yes is easy and feels good, right up until you run out of time and fail to do what you’ve said you would; at which point everybody, but especially you, is likely to be wishing you’d said no in the first place.
Whereas if you say no to all the little time eaters and time wasters, what does that do for you and your time?
It frees it up to say yes to the things you really want to do, and have the time to actually do them.
So, stop worrying what people will think about you if you say no, and start thinking about what people will think about you when you can say yes properly (because you’ve used no to defend your time to be able to do so).
Should you say no?
One of the key reasons you need to learn to say no is down to managing your time and priorities.
But before you even get to this as a consideration, there are a number of practical questions you should consider about the sense of taking on the job as this basic saying no decision tree shows:
Does this need doing? | No? | Say No |
Yes? |
|
|
Are you the best person to do it? | No? | Say No |
Yes? |
|
|
Can you deliver? Do you have the time and access to what you need to be able to do it? | No? | Say No |
Yes? |
|
|
Is it worthwhile doing? Is it a productive use of your time compared to your other priorities that you will have to put off/delay? | No? | Say No |
Yes? |
|
|
Say Yes |
|
|
A few of the most obvious ways of dealing with requests that you really should be saying no to will flow from this decision tree, as if you’re not the best person to do the job then you can be signposting the asker to the person who is.
If you actually couldn’t deliver for identifiable specific reasons then you can point to these as reasons why however much you might like to say yes, you can’t take on the task as you know you won’t be able to deliver and you don’t want to let the asker down.
Not all nos will feel the same
Different people can ask you to do things, in work and outside, for differing reasons, with differing degrees of reasonableness. How you will feel about the request, and saying no if that’s what you want, need or decide that’s your answer, will depend on the circumstances and a range of factors:
Socially too, someone who does things you ask them to might have some right to expect you will be inclined to reciprocate. Whereas you may decide that someone who never returns favours has run out of the goodwill to expect them.
Overall you need to decide how you feel about it which often comes down to how reasonable you think the request is, rather than simply do I want to?
As covered elsewhere in this chapter, thinking through your views and responses in advance can help you in:
The general principles of saying no properly
There are some basic rules which will help you to not only say no, but to say no effectively:
Whenever someone asks for your time you need to have a clear view of what your current commitments and priorities are, otherwise how can you judge where this request ranks in relation to them?
But once you have made a judgment, then you have your reasoned justification for deciding to say no.
And once you have your scripts you are going to need to be able to use them, so you need to rehearse them so you feel familiar with and as comfortable as possible when you come to deploying them in real life.
If your schedule is fully booked for the next two weeks, why not let the people who come to you with requests know you don’t have any capacity in this period, and that you are focused on completing the tasks you have in hand?
Some will take the hint and not ask (although once you are freed up it’s probably politic to a) let them know and b) thank them for giving you the space to get done what you needed.
As for those who don’t and who still come to you? Well at least you can deal with their requests from the standpoint that they have done so in the full knowledge you have told them you are already booked up, so what answer should they reasonably be expecting?
This does then actually allow you to properly consider how it fits in with your capacity and priorities and give a considered answer, rather than being bounced into a response on the hoof.
If having done so you decide you can’t help, then at least you can respond knowing you have given it proper consideration.
It also gives you the opportunity to…
We each have different communication preferences and persuasion skills. Some are good at face-to-face communication, developing and delivering arguments on the hoof, some are much better by way of writing where they can structure the logic of their response and craft the language.
So, when you need to say no, look to choose the approach that works best for you and if that’s by email, then don’t be afraid to look to use this as much as possible, particularly if you are still just looking to get comfortable with saying no.
Be warned, once they find this works, none of your nos to them will ever be final. Just ask any four-year-old about the value of pester power.
While you should always be prepared to change your answer when and if the facts or your understanding based on rational discussion changes (and not emotional blackmail), you do need to get the reputation for sticking to your decisions, so no means no.
It can be appropriate to let the asker know that you might be able to help later, particularly if you can clarify that by giving them a specific timescale (Sorry I can’t help now but I’m probably going to have some time next week), as otherwise you are opening a door for the request to be repeated incessantly. (Hi, are you free to help now? No, how about now?)
Sometimes people try to put off saying no in the hope the request will somehow go away and they won’t have to say anything that damages a relationship.
Most of the time it doesn’t go away and your relationship is damaged as the asker becomes irritated waiting for an answer.
If it does go away however, your relationship is still damaged because the asker definitely knows that you’ve ignored them up to and past the point it was too late.
It is generally a polite move but when you do give your reasons these should be brief and they should be couched as an explanation of your reasons as you see them, not a plea for understanding.
The reason for including usually in brackets is there are some people who will see the reasons you give as either:
Again, we’ll touch on dealing with this below but you really do not want to get into debating the merits of your reasons. Remember, in the absence of a significant change in the facts or your understanding, your no means no.
The danger is that an apology carries an implication that you have something to apologise for and it can make you sound weak or even open you up to emotional blackmail.
After all, if it’s easy to grab your time just by asking for it, why wouldn’t people do it? Whereas if you are robust in defending your time, eventually the time wasters will learn not to bother you as there’ll always be an easier mark somewhere else.
In many ways managing to saying no effectively can be a variation on a classic assertiveness formulation of structuring a response:
Depending on the request, this could be a wide range of things from links to information, to tools, or practical hints and tips.
If you are offering something else, do make sure it’s something you can actually provide, obviously without taking more of your time than actually providing the help requested in the first place.
After all they’ve approached you but what the asker usually wants is help solving their problem, so if you can send them on (possibly with a personal introduction) to someone in a better position to do so, how helpful is that?
A generic no for all seasons
Following on from this, it’s worthwhile having a basic outline structure you can turn to whenever you have to say no, which could be as simple as this:
You may then want to apply this structure to come up with a set of standard scripts to dealing with a variety of specific situations or requests you have to deal with on a regular basis.
Start out with some stock nos
Saying no gets easier with practise so to start with you might want to develop some stock phrases to deal with common specific situations.
Think of a few general problems you have had in saying no to requests, whether it’s because you didn’t have the time, resources, or the experience to deliver what was required, and use the template above to construct and write down the responses you should have given.
However, none of these are going to be any use to you unless you use them.
Now read each one out loud. How does it sound to you? How do you feel saying it?
Work on them until what you are saying fits your personal style and the culture of where you are working, continuing to say them out loud as you do so. Rehearsing them in this way may feel odd at first but if your natural habit is to always say yes you are going to need to retrain yourself to be able to say no, and the first step in this is to have some things you have managed to become comfortable saying.
You will probably need to be very deliberate in using these to begin with as an alternative to your normal reaction, but as you use them in practise they will soon feel a far more natural part of your range of responses.
Pick some easy nos to practise on
Saying no on the hoof to a request that’s put to you can be the most difficult thing to get to grips with as it’s very much a moving target where the initiative is with the requestor who can wait and choose their moment to pounce.
To practise your saying no skills to begin with, try starting with some sitting ducks.
There will be responsibilities or tasks in your To Do list you have said yes to in the past which you now wish you had avoided. Make a list of those you want to remove, prepare your script for the first particular issue, make sure you are comfortable with it, and then execute it to remove the problem from your in tray. Then repeat until you have winnowed your To Do list as far as you want to.
Apart from the time and heartache this will undoubtedly save you in the long run, the advantage of this approach is that it allows you to take the initiative in saying no and to practise it at your own pace to develop your confidence and familiarity with the techniques which work for you.
Problems in saying no – people who won’t take no for an answer
It’s all very well you saying no, but is that the end of it as far as the other person is concerned?
Sometimes it is and they will accept what you’ve said. But sometimes it isn’t, so how do you deal with:
For whatever reason, despite you having clearly and firmly said no, some people will simply continue to ask (distinguish this from any sensible process of debate on what the right answer should be or presenting relevant new information that you should realistically consider in your decision-making process).
This can make you feel guilty but really, what have you got to be guilty about? It’s your life, it’s your decision what you say yes or no to, however desperate they may be.
In fact, it’s actually quite a disrespectful thing to do to you as it’s essentially saying your no isn’t an answer that’s respected, and they think you can just be nagged or browbeaten into acquiescence. So, bear that in mind as you may have to take assertive steps to deal with it using our old formulation:
The risk here is that if you give a very specific reason as an excuse for not complying, some people can then seek to help you overcome this issue so that you can now say yes. (You’re too busy with that filing? Oh, that’s OK, come and do this for me now and I’ll help you sort those papers afterwards.)
If your reason given was the only reason for saying no and this is a realistic solution that allows you to say yes, then that’s probably fine and possibly even a win all round.
But if you wanted to say no for other reasons than this, then relying on an excuse hasn’t worked.
So, if you really don’t want to do something, don’t just rely on a specific excuse. If you need to provide an explanation it needs to be a wider contextual one (I’m sorry but I just don’t have the time) which is less open to specific problem solving by the asker.
Emotional blackmail can take the form of explicit threats to you by way of punishment (Do X or I’ll do Y to you), explicit threats to themselves (Do X or I’ll do Y to myself), or martyrdom (Do X, I don’t mind Y will happen to me).
For more information on understanding and dealing with emotional blackmail see Susan Forward and Donna Frazier’s book Emotional Blackmail.
However, if that’s what you are thinking, then you’ve already answered your own question.
Your boss wants you to deliver reliably (On Time, In Full), with no mistakes (zero PPM).
If your no is clearly and sensibly because you need to defend your capacity in order to deliver what they need in respect of your existing commitments, then why should your boss have a problem with this so long as it is properly presented and demonstrable to them in these terms?
Don’t just get into a habit of saying no for its own sake
But finally, a word of warning.
Hopefully you will find that the ability to say no effectively, assertively and without guilt is empowering, but it’s important not to abuse that power.
You need to remain positive in your approach to requests in life and at work and to remember, the purpose of saying no is so you:
It’s not simply to be able to avoid agreeing to anything you don’t want to do. Sometimes you need to take on things you’d rather avoid, and sometimes you are going to want to say yes to build social capital and bonds of reciprocity by taking your fair turn or being seen to be willing to help out.
Sometimes it’s just as important to pay it forwards, or into the favour bank, as it is to manage your time now. After all, you never know when it’s going to be your turn to be the one asking for help.
7 Managing communication
Emails are great. One of my businesses was in discussion with a prospective customer about what we might be able to sell them, when they sent us an email listing not only all the products and quantities they bought from our main competitor, but also the prices they were paying. As you can imagine it made pitching our prices and our sales negotiations a whole lot easier.
But why on earth did they send it to us you might ask? Why give away such a key aspect of their bargaining position? The prices we had to beat?
Well of course they didn’t, deliberately that is.
It was just that someone their end had forwarded on an email in answer to a particular query about a specification, without checking the full trail that came with it. Whereas when we read back through the history about half a dozen exchanges earlier we hit pay dirt.
Why communication is important
Communication is one of the key tasks you’ll be doing at work.
Want something to happen? You need to communicate.
Want to let people know what you are doing or have done? Communication.
Whether it’s face-to-face, or in writing by way of reports, presentations or email, you will spend most of your time interacting with and communicating with other people, so it’s a key skill to get right.
Do it well and you’ll shine.
Do it badly, and the best you can hope is that no one ever finds out.
And the starting point for successfully managing your communication is simply to remember that not only are you communicating all of the time, but that you need to do so purposefully and effectively.
The BBC’s mission as set out by Lord Reith and against which its output needs to be judged is to Inform, Educate and Entertain. So, what’s the point of your communication? Next time you are going to speak to someone, or write them an email, stop and ask yourself:
Do I just want to inform them, Hey project X is complete (and if so why)?
Am I looking to convince them, Hey, we did a really good job on project X, finished early and under budget, so the team deserves a reward?
Am I talking about the past, This is what happened? Or about the future, This is what we should do?
Am I trying to argue a particular point of view? Or do I need to give a balanced and impartial overview?
Communication takes many forms and while there are some general principles which apply across all types, for the purpose of this chapter we’re going to divide the subject into two main groups, being:
Equally vital in face-to-face communication but often overlooked is the importance of non-verbal elements such as body language and eye contact, studies often comment on the significant part this plays in comparison with the actual content of what you say.
As I’ve mentioned there are some principles which apply across both types of communication even if in different ways. In both cases, it’s not just about what you say, it’s about how you:
General principles of good communications – the key dos and don’ts
Whatever the method of communication involved there are some general principles which apply in almost every situation which are summarised below. Bear these in mind if nothing else and you shouldn’t go far wrong.
It’s about people:
It’s about emotions as well as logic
It’s about what you say
It’s about how you say it
It’s not all about you: the importance of listening skills
Unless it’s just me, I’d guess we’ve all known the feeling of being talked at by someone at some point of other and I’ll leave you to make your own judgment as to how effective this will have felt as communication.
Effective communication is a two-way street and so listening is important. Getting it right establishes and maintains rapport between you and the person you are talking to, helping them feel accepted and understood. It can help them open up and give you information on their needs and feelings which can help you shape and refine your message.
It also gives you feedback on how what you are saying is being received, which again lets you modify how you structure and present it so as to achieve the result you want.
Listening in this context is about more than simply hearing. It’s about actively seeking to pay attention, focusing on:
Being a poor listener by contrast means you will tend to miss information as it pops up in conversation, as well as clues and cues which would help you keep the conversation flowing smoothly and naturally. Worse still, the other person can feel frustrated, hurt or ignored as they pick up that you aren’t really listening to what they have to say, aren’t interested, and don’t understand. Not the way to build up respect or a good working relationship.
Basic listening dos and don’ts
Poor listening tends to be due to a slightly selfish approach to the conversation, where someone is driven by too much focus on what they want out of the interaction, such as just talking about what they want to talk about, are convinced they are right and are unwilling to listen to arguments, or are simply not interested.
The starting point for good listening is to actively decide to do it and to behave accordingly (to appropriate levels depending on the situation), so do:
Sometimes it is simply difficult to be a good listener for practical reasons. I have a metal bashing factory with loud presses so everyone has to wear ear defenders while on the shop floor for health and safety reasons. As a result, when we are showing visitors or customers round, having meaningful conversations are almost impossible and these have to wait until we are back in the main offices.
It’s also the case that for various reasons, some people find it more difficult than others to be good listeners. But if this is a problem you are aware of, then actively working on it by taking the steps above can make you a much better listener.
Non-verbal communication
Many studies have shown that in face-to-face communication what you say is actually less important than other factors in determining how people react.
Your tone of voice and body language can convey messages to the other person about a range of things including your:
So, we’re going to look at the important factors of non-verbal communication including tone of voice and body language as well as the crucial element of eye contact. We’ll also cover the aspect of managing the emotions of any exchange which is important given the live nature of a face-to-face interaction, but the principles of which also apply to more remote conversations such as by email.
Again, non-verbal communication is a two-way thing so while we’ll be talking about how you use this to communicate you’ll also be aware of others’ non-verbal communication and how they impact you.
But before getting too deeply into this area, a few crucial caveats.
Whatever a person’s desire or intent to control their body language so as to express what they consciously want to express, unconsciously their body will be expressing how they feel anyway.
Whatever front you are putting on you can get leakage where the reality of how you are feeling seeps out from behind the appearance you are trying to give, which can undermine trust in your sincerity (check out YouTube for videos on how to tell a real from a fake smile, for example).
And the further the two sets of behaviours are apart, the worse and more obvious the leakage will be.
So, try to make sure that both your body language and tone of voice act to reinforce what you are saying and don’t work against it.
By the same token, you should also seek to moderate your non-verbal communication to suit your audience, taking into account their age, emotional state and culture.
How you feel can be affected by your body, so on the Fake it till you make it principle, one way of getting over nerves about say, an interview, is to adopt the stance and mannerisms appropriate to self-confidence. If you act the part by smiling and holding yourself in a confident way, this will translate back into improved actual feelings of confidence.
Having said all the above, it remains the case that having appropriate body language is critical to being perceived as engaged and enabling successful listening, so when dealing with someone in person remember to:
However in situations (such as a funeral) or environments where physical contact is part of the culture (hugs and air kisses are just the norm in some places) then you need to participate, as otherwise you may be felt to be cold, standoffish, or even snooty.
Body language is an area where it’s worth practising so try videoing yourself while talking to people and watching how you act. Even better, have a friend watch you and give you feedback on what you do well and where you have room for improvement, as seeing ourselves as others see us is a very difficult trick to pull off but vitally important for developing yourself in this area.
Things to look for include:
Don’t try to do too much at first. Concentrate on whatever your main weakness seems to be, practising improvements in front of the mirror and in non-threatening social sitiations so you build up your confidence and experience before you try rolling them out at work or using them on your boss.
Eye contact
Many people have a particular difficulty with eye contact as for anyone who’s shy it can feel challenging or distracting while you try to think about what you want to say. Unfortunately however, failing to make or keep an appropriate level of eye contact is often interpreted as at best a lack of interest (as your attention is obviously elsewhere), and at worst as being untrustworthy or dishonest (as you can’t or won’t look me in the eye).
Before starting to work on this area specifically do however check how much eye contact you are making as it might be more than you think.
It may also be that other aspects of your body language are either more important for you to work on, or compensate for any deficiencies in eye contact.
I know for example I’m pretty poor at making eye contact, in part because I have dreadful eyesight and effectively only one working eye, so I have to make a conscious effort to work at this when I’m speaking to people. In response I compensate by working on other areas of my body language which I find easier to control such as smiling, posture, and tone of voice.
If you have a problem with eye contact it’s unlikely that you will be able to change what are probably the habits of a lifetime overnight, so you will need to gradually train yourself to be more comfortable with it.
To practise developing better eye contact:
Making persuasive arguments, how structuring what you say helps you get what you want
We’ve covered a lot of ground about how to go about saying things so as to best pitch them to your audience in a way they’ll be receptive to. But, no matter how much they are prepared to listen, you still need to structure your arguments in a way that will convince them.
This is most obvious when thinking about say, writing a report, and so in this section we’ll tend to be talking about this type of communication in order to illustrate the principles, but in reality, the underlying logic also applies to verbal and face-to-face communication as well, so you may want to try to bear them in mind when you are talking on the hoof.
We’re briefly going to cover four techniques:
After which there’s a short section giving some tips for making successful presentations.
Monroe’s motivated sequence
Developed in the 1930s by Alan H Monroe, this is simply a structured five-step approach to organising any speech or document in a way which leads people to want to take action:
1 Attention – to get people to take action, firstly you need them to be listening to what you have to say which means you need to get their attention. You grab this by using something dramatic and involving which could be a shocking statistic, assertion, example or story.
People across the UK are due X Billion in PPI compensation by the banks.
2 Need – that’s all very well but there are lots of shocking things and problems out there. What will motivate someone to take action is that they have a relevant need, which is significant to them personally, and which is not going to go away by itself. Show how the problem relates to your specific audience and why they personally need to act.
If you had a bank loan you could have thousands of pounds in compensation waiting for your claim.
3 Satisfaction – and hey, you know what? You’ve got the very solution they’re looking for. But don’t just say it, demonstrate it by using specific examples that your audience can use to resolve the issue.
Our free PPI check will tell you in seconds how much you could be owed and how to claim it.
4 Visualisation – enable your audience to see what will happen when they take action and what life will be like for them afterwards once they have (and for real impact show what it will be like if they don’t).
Mrs X of Y (pictured smiling happily with a large cheque) checked and claimed £15,000. Our free claims service can do all the work for you so your cheque will be with you within a month.
5 Call to action – finally, spell out the exact steps they need to take, personally, now, to take action to solve their problem.
But hurry, the FSA is considering bringing an end to all claims soon so don’t miss out. Call or click here now for your free PPI check.
This approach has a number of advantages in that it:
Inverted pyramid
A good journalist is someone who can both report a story quickly and clearly, and in doing so grab the reader’s attention so they want to find out more.
The classic journalistic approach to writing known as the inverted pyramid uses a summary first-explain later methodology to achieve just this effect as you will see by looking at any newspaper.
Writing in this style involves telling the relevant parts of the story right at the outset, in order of importance, giving a summary by way of a taster which then encourages people to go on to read the detail which underlies it:
Busy executives are just that, busy, so they often don’t have the time or inclination to want to absorb huge amounts of detail while trying to spot the important facts or conclusions to be drawn, although they may need this available to check what is being presented to them or drill down/deep dive into an area of interest.
Hence most reports will start with an executive summary encapsulating on one or two pages the key points (takeaways) a reader should learn or appreciate from the document.
You can see how applicable the inverted pyramid approach is to writing at work as it is:
Writing using this approach is a process which involves:
There are however some risks to be aware of in using this style:
So where explanation by way of a logical exposition, or caveats, or conveying detailed information are critical to what you need to communicate, the inverted pyramid may not be the most appropriate structure for the body of your report (although it may still be the best way to compile your executive summary).
What I tell you three times is true – report writing for beginners and the rule of three
As mentioned above, a traditional story telling approach has a three-act structure of a beginning, a middle and an end, where events follow a logical order, (often chronological in a story), where A leads to B which results in C. This is something everybody will be familiar with and helps your points to flow naturally from each other, and if you want to make your report easy to follow then it makes sense to use this format where your audience will know what to expect.
It does however also mean you have to think carefully through what you want to say and arrange to set it out in an appropriately logical order. If your report runs A, B, F, D, Z, Q, Y, I’m probably going to get confused and may even give up long before I’ve got to C.
This three-part approach also allows you to get your message across to your audience three times as the process of writing the body of your report follows a three-act structure, in that you have:
However, you’ve not quite finished, as only now should you look to summarise your report into your executive summary which should ideally fit onto a single page.
When you are actually writing your report, you need to keep in mind the general best practise points covered earlier in this chapter but in particular you need to ensure you make it:
It can be difficult to see the issues in something you’ve produced so try having a friend or colleague give it a critical or cold review where they play devil’s advocate and argue against your points. This can be a painful experience but better to have them pick apart any holes or weaknesses in your draft so you can fix them in private, than let the big wide world or your boss do it in public.
Don’t let basic errors in, for example spelling, formatting, or punctuation detract from the thought and effort you have put into it. As covered in the next section you should always review and revise it thoroughly before ever signing it off for publication.
Make sure you have done your research properly. Double and triple check your data to make sure it’s right, and always annotate it with reference back to the source material and date so it’s clear where it came from.
For anything of any importance I’d always recommend reading it out loud to yourself, and again, asking a friend to give it a critical review to spot any errors or question anything which seems unclear or ambiguous.
The rhetorical triangle
People have been trying to convince other people through speech and writing for thousands of years, and the principles and techniques of rhetoric were established in classical times.
One of these concepts going back to Aristotle (bet you didn’t think he’d be showing up) is the rhetorical triangle. This says there are three basic types of appeal and any argument should be made on the basis of using one or more of these in the combination best suited to both the argument, and your relationship to your audience.
The three types are:
The strongest, most effective arguments are usually based on a combination of all three approaches, but you can mix and match combinations to see what works best, on what topic, with which audience.
You can hopefully see for example how a strong ethos (I’m clearly an expert so you can trust what I say on this topic) would help support your logos (Here’s the facts and the conclusion you should draw from them) in convincing an audience and overcoming any scepticism about what they are being told.
If you can then add on the emotional element of some pathos (And I’ve lived with or been affected by X personally, so I know why it’s so important), you are building an argument which people will find difficult to resist.
Presentations
One area of communication which can cause great concern for people is anything involving making a presentation or other forms of public speaking (I used to be physically sick before standing up in front of people at times). However, there is nothing like success in this field for building both your confidence and reputation so it’s well worth making the effort to do it well.
In addition to thinking through how you are going to organise your material using the techniques and approaches already discussed, some tips for ensuring a successful presentation are:
So make sure:
The importance of presentation – getting the basics right so as to not to let yourself down
There are two main reasons why the presentation of what you write is important:
And in practise, the two of these are linked as it’s not just what you say, but how you are perceived to say it which helps make your communications effective.
For example, the communications sent out by a business are critical to the impression formed by customers and prospective customers of the organisation. So yes, your boss may be very hot on the importance of grammar, spelling and punctuation, but it’s not just for the fun of it. It’s because what the customer sees is very important to how they judge whether the organisation is any good or not.
If you get a sloppy letter full of mistakes from an organisation, how confident are you likely to be that when it comes to it, they will actually do a good job? And if not, why would you hire them?
Also bear in mind that you are likely to be communicating with people from many different generations, who may have been educated with very different attitudes to the use of language in business communications and standards they expect to see. Leaving all questions of level of formality aside for a moment, as this is another issue you’ll need to think about, you do need to expect to be judged on your use of spelling and grammar.
Assumptions and completeness
One of the key things to think about when issuing any communication is the extent to which it needs to act as a stand-alone document so that someone coming to it for the first time can understand it. You therefore need to consider:
Often a document such as a business plan or a forecast may have some important assumptions which are critical to understanding it and you need to ensure these are communicated so a reader can make sense of what’s being said. All too often I see business forecasts being issued as tables of numbers with no explanation as to what the guesses are that lie behind them.
If my bank manager calls up wanting to discuss my overdraft with me I might send them a forecast which shows I’m planning to spend £2 on Friday and expecting to bank £1,000,000 on Monday which will more than clear my borrowings.
How is my bank manager going to feel about this? Pretty pleased that I’m going to pay off the overdraft they’ve been worried about? Looking forward to selling me investment advice on how to look after my money?
Possibly.
Because it all depends, and without any details of the assumptions underlying these numbers it’s actually very difficult for them to tell anything.
If I’m planning to spend £2 on the bus fare to my solicitors so I can collect the cheque they have arranged for my £1,000,000 legacy from dear departed Aunty Mabel, then yes they’re likely to be feeling calm about my overdraft for the rest of the week.
If I’m planning to spend the £2 on buying a lottery ticket for Saturday and the £1,000,000 is what I’m expecting to win, then I’d expect them to be much less relaxed.
If you are communicating with someone, think about what the person needs to know to see, understand and accept the whole picture you want to convey. Don’t send them half a story.
Think about how it reads cold
The other question you should ask yourself is how it might be interpreted, as anything written always runs the risk of being seen out of context.
If I’m the Finance Director of a business specialising in supplying business information and reports, I could write this to Peter, the Managing Director:
Hi Pete
We need to worry about insolvency – cash flow test, not being able to pay bills when due; and balance sheet, liabilities exceeding assets.
Regards
Mark
Finance Director
Now let’s say you caught sight of this email and read it without knowing anything about the context. What would you think I’m talking about? I’m the Finance Director and I’m telling the Managing Director we need to worry about insolvency, cash flow and not being able to pay bills when they are due. It doesn’t sound too good, does it? If this email was then circulated amongst the business’s staff, its suppliers, its customers or its bankers, the consequences could be very serious.
However, if instead I actually wrote:
Hello Peter [Use of a more formal introduction and his proper name makes this a more business-like communication.]
Further to our conversation about developing a business liquidity review and reporting product, I have given some thought to the areas we need to be thinking about. [This introduction puts the communication in context.]
Being able to identify insolvency issues and risks in companies being reviewed is likely to be a key concern of users of our reports, in respect of which the two areas we will need to ensure are covered are the ability to consider:
Regards
Mark
Finance Director
Now it’s clear that what I’m actually talking about is the design of a new report and the information it’s going to need to contain. So there’s no need for anyone who reads it to worry about anything at all.
Prepare, prepare, prepare
All the general rules of communication we’ve covered so far obviously apply here, whether you are writing a letter, a report or an email, so keep it professional in tone, clear and concise, appropriately structured, and remember to think about the audience you are looking to reach.
Obviously for practical reasons in many cases you can’t include all the relevant data, correspondence, papers and so on, so in these cases always ensure you refer to whatever it is a reader needs to be aware of to understand the position so they at least know where to find what they need.
Check, check, check, and oh yes, check
What order are you putting your addressees in? If it’s not alphabetical then people may assume the order is in some kind of importance. (Who might be upset by this?)
Blind copying (bcc) means sending something to someone without others being aware you’ve done so. Be very careful using this. Always consider what will happen if the others find out later.
Does your attachment have a meaningful title so the user will know what it’s about?
Is it in a format they will actually be able to open?
Do you want them to be able to open and manipulate the data, or do you want it to be locked, either password protected, or turned into a pdf?
So always consider what the implications would be of what you are sending being shared more widely.
Do you need to include a disclaimer in case people look to rely on what you say (often known as boilerplate language)?
Do you need to have a confidentiality agreement in place to control who is supposed to have access to it?
If you find yourself writing things that need the words Without Prejudice or Subject To Contract in the subject line then this is something you need to be thinking very carefully about.
It’s a widespread problem and I’ve had experienced professionals who frankly should have known better, provide me with material for publication which has included images harvested from the internet and which could have left us open to being sued if we’d used them.
Don’t get your employer sued. It’s not a good career move. If you need images buy them online from reputable sources such as Shutterstock.
8 Managing your career
I once made a huge career mistake. I had been looking unsuccessfully to leave my existing firm for over two years, and so when a job in industry came up, I just took it, even though it meant upping sticks and moving to the other end of the country.
I was recruited in by someone else who’d only recently joined and I soon realised it was case of out of the frying pan and into the fire, in that my (and it turned out my recruiter’s) face didn’t fit, and so within two years we were both out of the door.
I think we both knew we were on the way out for a while before it happened, and a few months before we each got the heave ho, we were talking and he said to me: You’re bright, you’ll end up doing what you want to do.
At the time I really wasn’t so sure, and then later when I was made redundant while living in an area where I had absolutely no work or professional connections I’d have said he was mad. But you know what? As it turns out he was absolutely right, about the doing what I want to bit at least (opinion is probably divided about the bright part).
Nowadays I have a career where I write (which is what I always wanted to do), I buy businesses in difficulty to turn around and run on my own account (which is what I’d always wanted my career to be about) and I’m my own boss (which is the type of freedom I’ve always wanted, as well as just being a practical necessity as by now I’m completely unemployable).
Am I rich? Have I got security?
No, not in the slightest.
I eat what I catch and sometimes it’s a very precarious existence. I have had lean periods where I’ve earned next to nothing for months (no years) on end, and I’ve had businesses go down into which I’ve put money and lost the lot. By and large my ex-colleagues who stayed in the profession, or who have made secure careers in industry have all made far more money and have had a far more comfortable existence than I’ve achieved out on my own.
But am I doing what I wanted to do? Absolutely.
This is a book about your first year in the workplace, it’s not a book about career planning, there are plenty of those out there which can help you make those critical life choices. So, we are going to keep this basic and cover some foundations you should be thinking about, whatever you decide you eventually want to do (and hint, it might well not be what you are doing now).
In this chapter, we’ll therefore look at:
Why you need to manage your career
I’m sorry if this is going to sound depressing, but if you are reading this book at the outset of your working life, the likelihood is you are going to be working for the next 40 to 50 years or so. Realising this however means that I’d suggest you can try and make it as:
by doing something that you want to do and advancing as far as you can in your chosen field (as 40 to 50 years of doing something you don’t like, never wanted to do, and which leaves you unfulfilled, is not a route to personal happiness – see Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in Chapter 9 if you need an explanation).
But achieving this isn’t likely to come about simply by happy accident.
If you want something to happen, the first thing you need is a plan, so coming from a business background, I’d encourage you to think of yourself as a small business.
You have skills you want to sell and services you want to provide, into a market of employers, clients, customers and consumers.
So you need a business plan for the business of you.
And you need to be your own managing director, in charge of your plan of where you want to go and the steps you need to take to get there.
It’s your career, it’s your life. No one is ever going to (or ought to) care about that more than you. If you want it to be a success then you need to take responsibility for it, starting right now.
I took a gap year before I went to university and then another year working afterwards which was intended to help me save to do a masters degree. As it happened in both of these jobs I found myself working as bag man to directors of businesses that were in some difficulty, and the second of them actually went into insolvency while I was there.
The first however was being run by a managing director who’d been brought in to turn the business around, and as there were only eight of us in the head office I got to see him at quite close quarters. And what I saw was someone who’d just turned 40, was being paid extremely well for doing a job that seemed interesting and exciting, with a house in Florida, a townhouse in Pimlico, an attractive blonde girlfriend and his and hers matching Mercedes.
And so as an impressionable 17-year-old I thought:
And that was literally how I first decided I wanted to be a company doctor or turnaround specialist.
But how could I go about it? How could I get to the point where people would hand me businesses in difficulty to run and restore to health, and pay me handsomely (I hoped) to do so?
So I sat down and thought and came up with a plan. I decided there were probably a number of experiences and ticks in the boxes I would need to achieve over the first ten years or so of my career so as to become the sort of person who could get that type of job, and with my career shopping list in mind, I set out to obtain:
Meanwhile, I’d always been open and told my bosses that a career in turnaround was what I was working towards. So, when my firm decided to set up a pilot turnaround unit which needed a project manager, the partner I worked for put my name forward and I got the job. Which then meant over the next two years, one of the key parts of my role was to help conduct first interviews with every turnaround professional we could find across the UK to recruit a panel of experts, giving me in effect a series of three-hour masterclasses every week in how all the established players went about their work.
Was my plan naïve? Yes, in the extreme at the outset, but as I worked through it I refined and learnt as I went.
Was I lucky? Yes.
But was I lucky because I had a plan and knew what I was looking for? Well, yes.
Having ideas about what you want to do is a good start, but that’s all it is.
To make it happen you need to take action, and have the determination to see it through to success, whatever comes your way.
Your first job won’t be your last, but it’s up to you to make it a real step on the way to doing what you really want to do.
What does your job require and how will this change?
One of the things you will need to recognise to manage your career in the longer term is that what’s important in your role at work will change as you gain seniority in almost any organisation.
To start with your focus will be very much on doing the job, but even at this stage you will still need to have some focus on managing people whether that’s your relationships with your co-workers or your boss, and everyone within a business whether they recognise it or not has a responsibility for helping to sell and develop the business in the way they conduct themselves as its representatives.
At the outset, your skills will tend to be quite general as you won’t have had the chance to pick up deep expertise in an area, but as you train and develop you will start to specialise and will be judged on how well you do your job.
Skills mix graph
Success in your specialism is what will then tend to drive your early career progression into management.
As you rise within your job however the emphasis switches away from doing it as managing others doing it becomes a larger and larger part of the task (albeit that in order to supervise and train them you often have to keep your hand in to both keep your staff’s respect and to understand developments in your sector or functional area and new ways of working).
As you become more senior in management your specialist technical skills then start to be less important (as technical tasks can always be delegated to specialists) and as a manager you will be judged on how well you manage people and your team to deliver the results required.
It’s then your wider, softer skills in managing people and relationships which will become the key to further progression.
At very senior levels the role is increasingly focused on the development and direction of the business, where the task is no longer the day to day management of people and what is done now, but is about positioning the organisation and developing it and its networks and relationships so as to face the future, often described as Working on the business rather than in it.
So, you need to recognise how your role will change as you progress and plan ahead to be developing your skills and capabilities for the roles you want to advance to.
Every time you look at a new job or a project you should be asking yourself how it and the people involved are going to help you grow and develop your career. Because if they aren’t, then shouldn’t you be finding something else which will?
Just because you are good at something doesn’t mean you need to keep on doing it. You need to find tasks and projects which will challenge you. Company fast track schemes will usually be deliberately designed to stretch participants both to test them, and as the fastest way of helping them learn and develop the skills they need to progress, so create your own personal fast track scheme.
Use success in these projects to create momentum, taking in more and more responsibility and being accountable for your success, and your failures, as yes, you will have knock backs which you will have to work through, but sometimes these are the things that teach you the most (and having had businesses fail, I’ve learned some pretty expensive lessons along the way).
Laying the foundations of your career
Even if you’ve no idea what you really want your career to be yet, it’s never too early to start laying the foundations by way of developing a professional approach to the business of you, your professional persona and how you are seen.
Your personal branding starts now and you need to:
You need to be someone with an ambition, a dream and a plan to achieve it, even if at this stage it’s about exploration rather than some determined direction, otherwise you are, and will look like, someone who’s just drifting.
But as manners maketh the man (or woman), give the impression you want to give by demonstrating attitude and aptitude and in developing the right professional approach. I think there’s a lot to be said for actively looking to get into character in this way.
Have interests and passions outside work, things that engage, motivate and develop you as not only will they help you stay sane, but they will also help you with work and your career as they can develop:
Being active at sport can be very good for this. Being particularly cynical, taking up squash or golf can be good career moves in the right organisations as they can often give rise to excellent informal networking opportunities (or at very least the opportunity to get out of the office on client golf days as opposed to non-golfers who get to stay behind and answer the phones).
Critically, these days you also need to manage your online profile and social media presence as ways of communicating your personal brand:
If you want to be a professional at anything then you should set up and work on your profile on LinkedIn as it will be a key tool for you in creating and managing your network of contacts.
Treat your personal description as a personal website and think carefully about your description and what search terms you want to be found for.
Following on from this point, the message is you then need to manage these resources professionally, so you should:
Building your support network and contact base
It’s often said that It’s not what you know, it’s who you know. I think I’d amend that to: It’s who knows you, as your network of contacts will be absolutely vital for developing your career.
So you should actively look to network:
Now, many people find networking and particularly networking events, aka a room full of strangers, akin to their worst nightmare as they are nervous about starting and managing a conversation.
There are some ways to mitigate this problem such as:
So in general, when at a networking event:
Remember that at a networking event you are there to make new contacts and strengthen your relationships with existing ones. You are not there to stand in a huddle with your close colleagues and gossip with them, however much safer it feels. At any event you should set yourself a target of say three new people to meet, or contacts you’ve not seen for a while to catch up with.
But fundamentally, at any event you are going to have to talk to people otherwise there’s no point being there.
To manage a successful conversation you have to:
People generally like to talk about themselves if they have a sympathetic or interested listener so try to ask open-ended questions starting for example, with how or why, as these can easily lead into an explanation as an answer:
Depending on how it develops you might also disclose more personal information, such as interests outside work, or some vulnerabilities, as a way of building intimacy, however be careful about oversharing.
If you feel nervous about conversations of this type then you need to practise by making a deliberate effort to talk to people in everyday situations. These don’t need to be lengthy conversations and could just be a few words of greeting or about the weather or a similarly innocuous subject with anyone from a stranger, someone serving you in a shop, or a colleague making coffee. The what and the who don’t really matter, it’s about acquiring the habit and confidence of opening an exchange.
To take yourself forward understand the environment you are in, or want to operate in
If you want to manage your career in an organisation then you need to think about what you need to do to meet that organisation’s expectations and requirements, and be aware of the culture.
Think of progressing at work as being a bit like a game or a competition. If you want to play you need to understand the rules, and the better you do, the better the chances of winning you have.
The characteristics and traits of exceptional employees
If you want to progress, whether in your current firm or in another, you need to develop a reputation as an exceptional employee. But what does this mean and what should you focus on?
There are some common themes in much writing about how to develop your career such as the importance of executive presence, gravitas, communication, and appearance, but these general terms can be difficult to translate into more specific attributes to work on.
However business magazine Forbes conducted a study to find out what makes employees successful. They interviewed 500 top business leaders to find out what set great employees apart and the leading factor chosen was personality (78%), compared to cultural fit (53%) and employee skills (39%).
And when it came to personality, this didn’t mean exceptional employees necessarily had exceptional inherent personality traits, but simply that they used a combination of everyday emotional skills which almost anyone can look to develop and incorporate into their day to day working life.
As a result, exceptional employees were seen to have the ten following characteristics:
1 Flexibility and a willingness to delay gratification – they are the opposite of jobsworths and are willing to work on whatever’s required regardless of what’s in their job description. At the same time they look to do a good job, confident that rewards will follow rather than trying to negotiate these up front (so firms wishing to retain such employees need to recognise this and meet their reasonable expectations in due course).
2 An ability to tolerate conflict – they recognise that in any work situation some conflicts may arise and while they don’t seek them or use conflict as a deliberate tactic themselves, they don’t shy away from it when it occurs. They are prepared to stand their ground and present their position logically and calmly even when under personal attack.
3 They can deal with difficult people – allied to the above, they are able to manage their emotions so as to deal with the frustrating and sometimes exhausting task of dealing with difficult people whether inside or outside of the business. They do so by approaching the situation rationally, being aware of their own emotions and keeping these in check to avoid letting the other person get to them and inflaming the situation with their own emotional response; whilst also trying to understand the other’s viewpoint to seek common ground and build solutions.
4 The ability to balance both focusing on a problem and managing ongoing requirements – they have the knack of differentiating between real problems that require focus and action, and background noise; and they combine this with the ability to deal with the issue arising, while continuing to keep the day job’s plates spinning.
5 They are judiciously courageous – as well as being willing to ask the difficult or embarrassingly simple question, they are also willing to speak truth to power when it’s required and are not afraid to challenge a decision they believe is wrong; however, they do so to act constructively and not simply to be awkward, so they think before they speak and they choose their moments and the context in which to do so.
6 They have an ego which is under control – exceptional employees have egos which drive them to perform, but they also manage their ego so it does not get in the way of working with colleagues, and they are prepared to both admit mistakes and accept team decisions when required.
7 They are dissatisfied with good enough – they are committed to continuous improvement both personally and in respect of the business and they will always be looking for how things could be done better.
8 They recognise problems as issues to be fixed, now – and if they see a problem, they will want to address it immediately.
9 They are accountable – they own their own work and take responsibility for it. If it’s good they will be pleased (subject to their ongoing thought that it could always be better if…); if there’s been an error or mistake they don’t hide it, instead they look to address it with their manager so as to deal with any consequences and ensure it’s right next time.
10 They show leadership and marketability – within the organisation they tend to be well liked and respected as a result of their integrity, and naturally display leadership even if not in formal leadership roles; while externally they represent the business’s brand and values well and can be trusted to interact with clients and prospects.
So, if you want to be seen as an exceptional employee, it’s never too early to start to develop some of these habits and approaches.
Training and skills – personal development and investing in yourself
One of the keys to continuing to develop your career is to ensure you are always continuing to learn, actively seeking out new skills as well as keeping up to date on your existing ones. I qualified as an accountant nearly 30 years ago but I would struggle to hold down a straightforward accounting focused job in industry or practice these days, as not only have both the regulation and technical elements moved on substantially since I took my exams, but the technology has too.
As it happens, accountancy like many professions, has a requirement for Continuing Professional Development (CPD or CPE for education) whereby to maintain my qualification I have to continue to study throughout my career. But what I have studied to help develop my skills has been focused on the work I am doing and want to do, so it has ranged across the subjects which are relevant to me such as marketing, lean manufacturing techniques, and even training in teaching and psychometric testing.
The world never stands still and neither should you. You should always be looking for chances to learn and develop new and relevant skills, whether it’s through formal training, self-study or simply participating in new projects, mixing with new people from other backgrounds with different skills and approaches you can absorb.
You should always be working to keep yourself informed about the world around you, so if you don’t already, start to read a proper newspaper. Even better, subscribe to and read The Economist as an essential weekly briefing on what is going on in the worlds of politics, technology, finance and business.
Finally, if you can find someone who can act in the role, see if you can find a mentor. It needs to be someone who:
For these reasons a mentor can’t be your current boss as your working relationship can get in the way.
Deciding what you want to do
As I said at the outset, this chapter is not about career planning as such. This is such a huge subject and so important that you really do need to look at it seriously as a subject in its own right, so I’m only going to touch on it here in terms of how you should start to approach the subject.
As has hopefully already been made clear, if you want to have a successful career you need to:
But critical to having a plan to achieve success is understanding what success means for you.
In coming up with a plan you will need to take a clear look at yourself, your values and skills, and what you really want your life to be. So take your time and really think through some key questions you need to be asking yourself:
And the more steps you can show by way of your plan of how to get there, the better.
Then, as we’ve already covered, you need to start to take responsibility for your own career development.
When I was starting out and came up with my plan to be a company doctor I wasn’t explicitly thinking in these terms, but I did consciously think:
And so, what I had seen of a company doctor in practice seemed as though it would suit me very well.
But what if things go wrong? Dealing with setbacks
Firstly, it’s not a question of if things go wrong, it’s when.
Over the course of your career you are going to have to deal with many, many setbacks and knocks, as I’m afraid that’s just life. And if it’s any consolation, it happens to everybody, not just you.
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When something bad happens, we have a tendency to go through a number of emotions by which we come to terms with the problem which is known as the grief curve, developed by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in relation to people experiencing bereavement. These are:
So, if you’ve had a problem you shouldn’t deny your feelings as you need to recognise and acknowledge your emotional reaction to the problem. However, you shouldn’t let these emotional reactions overwhelm or define you either. You are a person with a wide range of attributes, you are not simply defined by the outcome of any particular piece of work, good or bad. If something goes wrong yes, take responsibility, but don’t beat yourself up over it, and where necessary reach out to your support networks, at work or as appropriate, at home or socially.
Remember:
Stay nice, figure out what went wrong and fix it and/or do it right next time.
To grow you are always going to need to face challenges which take you out of your comfort zone and stretch you with things you’ve not yet done and may get wrong. It’s called learning through trial and error after all. But it is all part of learning to get it right next time and setting your sights higher again.
In fact, some would counsel that you should actually love rejection and failures, and use them as the spur to drive you on.
I’m not sure I’d go that far, but certainly, you shouldn’t let them hold you back.
9 Managing people and emotions
I’m an animal.
You’re an animal.
We and everyone around us are animals, the product of millions of years of evolution, and let’s face it, we’re only 3% of our DNA away from being chimpanzees.
So what does this mean for how we behave?
Well as far as that fount of all authority Wikipedia tells me, current thinking is that our line of hominids evolved on the African plains, splitting off from the apes 5.6 to 7.5 million years ago, with species using fire and complex tools about 1.3 to 1.8 million years ago, and we’ve been Homo Sapiens for about 200,000 years. But it wasn’t until about 15,000 years ago we began to develop agriculture; and the first city communities, with their need for us to develop complex social hierarchies, codes of conduct and social norms to make them work, then only emerged about 8,000 years ago.
So, when it comes to how we react and deal with a challenging situation there’s:
When push comes to shove, I know which one I’d have my money on as the natural default way I, you, and everyone else will tend to react in the first instance.
But at the same time, because these are default natural reactions, people tend not to step back and question why they are reacting in certain ways and crucially, what they can do about it.
Understanding your drives, motives and needs
Obviously there is a large body of psychological and sociological research on why we do things and one of the fundamental sets of distinctions can be characterised as the difference between:
Obviously in normal circumstances there is a degree of interaction between these. I’m hungry, but generally given my cultural background that doesn’t mean your pet Fido is at risk. Although as will become apparent below, if the situation becomes really desperate such as in a city under siege, then things may well change.
American psychologist Abraham Harold Maslow ranked seven innate human Needs of which the first five operate as a hierarchy:
1 Basic survival needs – such as sunlight, food, water (and sex is often listed here as well).
2 Safety needs – principally freedom from threats such as the environment, animals or other people, through shelter, security, order, and predictability.
3 Love and relationships – for feelings of affection and belonging.
4 Esteem and reputational needs – for feeling valued, recognised and respected; and
5 Self-actualisation – for the ability to develop and be self-fulfilled.
The way this ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ works is that:
People’s emotions and their Reaction Compass
I won’t go into a lot of the background detail and psychological underpinnings of this but Affect is the technical term for the experience of feeling or emotion.
Script Theory developed by Silvan Tomkins (which has then given rise to Restorative Practice, visit hullcentreforrestorativepractice.co.uk for more information) is a model in which there are reckoned to be nine main Affects. The theory suggests these Affects are hard-wired survival instincts which have evolved to ensure we act in ways which support us in meeting our basic survival and safety needs (and therefore pass them on to our descendants):
Positive – designed to motivate us towards maximising our experience of good things (like that bush full of nice berries):
Neutral – designed to make us sensitive to change (so that a lion can’t sneak up behind us while we’re eating those berries):
Negative – designed to protect us by giving us appropriate reactions to minimise our experience of a range of threats/bad things:
OK but so what? you may well ask, since nowadays you generally don’t need to be really worried about being eaten by a lion.
Well, just because you now work in an office doesn’t mean that those old hard-wired evolved survival mechanisms have just gone away. Now they may be triggered by other modern-day things like stress, a tight deadline for the big boss, or a lack of control of who’s giving you what work and so on.
The important thing in this model of behaviour however is what happens when a negative affect is triggered, which has a few different names but for the purposes of this book think of it as a person’s Reaction Compass.
The idea of Script Theory is that when something bad or threatening happens (Lion!), as a survival trait so as to be able to react quickly, we have also evolved four hard-wired default programs of behaviour (scripts) which we all jump to and run automatically – whether it’s actually appropriate or not (think of this as a slightly more sophisticated version of the fight or flight reaction).
These four automatic instinctive responses to a negative emotional stimulus are:
1 Attack other – go on the offensive in an aggressive way. Hey, you having a go at me? Well let’s just see about that, Buster! There’s nothing more effective to make you feel better sometimes than letting rip and having a go back (whether they were actually having a go in the first place or not). This sort of reaction involves shifting any feeling of blame back onto someone else; make them feel smaller through anything from teasing, sarcasm, insults and right up to anger and physical assaults, and it makes us feel bigger and higher status.
2 Attack self – or people can seek to defuse the threat by putting themselves down, belittling themselves and using self-deprecating humour, which can also shade off into passive aggressive responses. (Well of course it’s all my fault! It always is, isn’t it?) It’s a bit like, well if I can’t control the situation, at least I can control the condemnation by doing it myself. (If I’m going Oh silly me, I’m useless at this, aren’t I? then perhaps the nasty person will go away and stop telling me off.) Of course, if the person telling you off is yourself then this really doesn’t get you very far as a strategy.
3 Withdrawal – we can try to avoid the conflict by severing connection with the other people involved and their actions, scrutiny, judgment or whatever form the perceived threat takes by going quiet, breaking eye contact, and refusing to engage.
4 Avoidance – or we can react by diverting our own and other’s attention away or by some form of displacement activity. I’m going to ignore this bad thing by either losing myself in drink or drugs to drown it out, or I’ll just choose to focus on something I do really well which quite often leads to high risk (Hey look at me) behaviour.
And obviously, some of these reactions (such as attack other) can then create negative affects in other people pushing them onto their compasses as well so you can end up getting exchanges like:
The key point of all of this is to recognise that:
Don’t get me wrong – I know getting over some of these natural reactions particularly when they’ve become habituated ones can be bloody difficult and in odd cases, nigh on impossible (there are a couple of people I have had very stressful situations with over the years that I am on lifelong withdraw from). But I think you may be surprised by how often you might be able to look at how you react from the outside using this awareness, and then decide to do something about it better calculated to achieve what you then decide you actually want.
It’s also VERY VERY important to realise that this process will be happening in everyone around you all the time, the difference being, they by and large haven’t thought it through and so will tend to be driven by their instinctive compass reaction – AND they will tend to stay on this until something changes.
Remember this and I think it will help you to manage people both in work and other relationships.
Please note before we go any further, this isn’t the only psychological model that’s useful in the world of work, and later in this chapter we’ll also look at transactional analysis.
Getting off the compass
So you can identify when someone else, or you, are on their compass? That may be all very interesting in understanding what’s going on and driving behaviours but really, so what?
Well it would be so what if it didn’t then give you an opportunity and some mechanisms with which to do something about it.
When someone is acting on their reaction compass what they are doing is an affect, emotionally, driven set of reactions running as an automatic programme.
If that someone is you, and you can recognise what is going on, then you can (with effort) often choose to step off your reaction compass to be able to take decisions and act in a rational way.
But that still leaves the other person who’s decision-making and actions are still being run on the basis that they are being chased by a metaphorical lion, and they are therefore not in the best place to engage in rational discussion with you.
So what can you do?
What you want to do is get them off this automated programme and give their logical rational thought processes a chance to regain control.
Well, go back to the list of nine affects and you’ll see this:
Neutral – designed to make us sensitive to change so that a lion can’t sneak up behind us while we’re eating those berries: surprise/startle (reaction to sudden change/resets impulses) – eyebrows up, eyes blinking.
The neutral affect is in effect a reset button, it flags there’s something new so there is a need to switch out of the current state to take notice of.
With experience (and usually by using what’s known as affective language, which is language which explicitly talks about how you feel), it can be used to break the hold of the programme their reaction compass is currently running.
As an example, imagine someone is being really angry towards you about something that’s happened.
Your natural reactions (and therefore those they subconsciously will be expecting to deal with) are on your compass, attack other (fight back), avoid (run away or try to deny blame), attack self (abase yourself), or withdraw (clam up).
So what’s their reaction if, for example, instead you calmly agree with them saying, You’re right to be upset. If that happened to me I’d be angry too.
Is that going to take them by surprise? Unless it’s happened before, in all likelihood, yes.
Is it going to take the wind out of their sails? Are they going to have a moment’s confusion while they process what you’ve said? Probably (depending on how full blown the rant). Bear in mind, the more emotional the state, the bigger the surprise has to be to cut through it.
Is it going to jerk them out of the flow of their emotional angry response long enough and far enough for there to be a chance of them starting to deal with the issue more rationally? Hopefully.
If you do need to discuss the row later then I’d suggest you use some specific language. You don’t want to start the row again so don’t say anything that:
Instead you again want to use affective language. So, compare and contrast these two sets of phrases:
1 You were unfair yesterday and upset me
This sort of statement can create a problem as:
Versus
2 I was upset yesterday because I felt it was unfair
This is a much less problematic statement as it’s about your feelings and so:
A word about humour
Appropriate use of humour in a work environment can be a very effective way of both communicating and building bonds. It can also be used as a way to tackle difficult situations, but it is also often very risky as it can be interpreted as:
So I would be very cautious about using humour as a way of responding to difficulties in any conflict situation until and unless you are very sure of the workplace culture and how this will be received.
You need to ask yourself how well would this go down in your organisation and from you in your position?
If you are already an accepted member of the team and seen to be really one of us and living and breathing the team’s values, then humour could work well because you have passed these first tests it will be taken as a positive contribution.
If you haven’t passed these tests and are still seen as an outsider or someone who still has to be proven, then humour could easily be taken as a sarcastic attack on how ‘we’ work and how you are being treated and is likely to be seen very negatively. So, a negative affect as a result of your attack, how do you think that’s going to work out for you?
In other words, you always need to put yourself in the other party’s shoes and think through how it will be seen by them.
The ethics of affective communication
Some people can feel uncomfortable about the idea of using affective communication.
For some this is for reasons we’ve already touched on in connection with assertiveness, that it feels too self-centred and focused on getting what you want out of interactions.
However, I’d argue this is simply about understanding the emotional impact of how you are interacting with other people, recognising how it can have a hugely adverse impact on how this goes (how constructive is it for anyone to be on their compass?) and being open and honest about your feelings.
For others there’s a feeling this:
• is somehow a manipulative approach designed to give an unfair advantage; and/or
• it requires them to think about other people as objects or systems to be manipulated as though you are treating them as pawns in a game you are playing.
As a result, they see it as requiring a cold-blooded approach to understanding other people’s emotional reactions, and using these to get the results you want.
Again, I’d argue this is simply a matter of recognising the emotional underpinnings of how we interact with each other and taking steps to avoid negative emotions to create barriers to understanding.
If there’s one thing which I hope you will have picked up from this book so far, it’s that you need to develop effective and respectful relationships with the people you work with. So to me, done properly and with that spirit in mind this just seems part of how to develop those types of relationship.
And I’d also suggest the reality is that you are playing a game all day, every day, every time you interact (note the word act) with anyone.
The choice is whether you play it unconsciously without noticing it and what you are doing, in which case you are trusting to luck and whatever habits you pick up as to how it plays out; or you can decide to become a conscious player and look to proactively manage how you play so as to have the best chances of getting what you want (and avoiding what you don’t).
That doesn’t have to be manipulative and in fact, in the longer term, it’s a very difficult and energy sapping thing to try and do.
Don’t overdo it. Be natural, recognise and respect your and other people’s emotional reactions to what’s happening or said, and use this knowledge as one of the tools in your kitbag to help you avoid adverse emotion driving decisions.
Transactional analysis and I’m OK, you’re OK
Of course, the compass model described above is only one of many many psychological models developed over the years to help understand people and their reactions. I simply major on it here because I find it a particularly useful one in practise, however there are others which I’ll also apply when it seems appropriate.
Of these probably the second set of tools I’d reach for by way of useful models and categorisations for assessing how people behave come from Transactional Analysis developed by Eric Berne after WW2 and described in his book Games People Play.
In the transactional analysis model people have three main sets of behaviours, thoughts and feelings, which have a pattern of positive and negative characteristics:
Role | Source | Subtype | +ve aspects | -ve aspects |
Parent | Copied from parents or parent figures – what you saw people do | Nurturing parent Copying my parents looking after me | Genuine interest in person helped Protective Supporting Calming | Can be patronising |
Controlling parent Copying my parents telling me what to do | Genuine interest in person helped Directive | Critical Blaming | ||
Adult | Direct responses to the immediate environment |
| Reasonable Logical Unthreatened/ ing |
|
Child | Learned behaviours replayed from childhood | Free child My behaviours without regard to what my parents say | Expressiveness Curiosity Creativity Spontaneity | Tantrums Rebellious-ness |
Adapted child Ways of behaving which fit into what my parents expect | Awareness of social needs | Dependency Insecurity Conformity |
The transactional part of the name comes from considering how individuals operating in different boxes interact with individuals operating in other boxes.
Patterns of transactions which occur regularly (imagine for example what might happen when someone operating as controlling parent meets someone acting as adapted child and how the two are going to tend to interact) are known as games, hence Games People Play.
Additionally, Berne suggests there are four fundamental life views that an individual can hold which helps determine how they see the world and act towards others:
I’m OK You’re Not OK I feel good about myself but see others as damaged or less capable, can lead to unhealthy or even bullying behaviour in relationships as I see myself as the stronger partner | I’m OK You’re OK Positive state where I feel good both about myself and others and their competence, leads to self-confidence and fairness |
I’m Not OK You’re Not OK The worst-case scenario where there is no hope since everyone is seen as being in as bad a state, leading to despair | I’m Not OK You’re OK I see myself as the weaker partner while everyone else is better off, leaving you vulnerable to accepting abuse |
For a fuller exploration of what’s summarised very briefly above read Eric Berne’s Games People Play, and I’m OK, You’re OK by Thomas Anthony Harris).
10 Managing stress (don’t read this chapter)
After we’d both left a particular firm, one of my ex-colleagues used to joke that he lay awake at night, worrying his stress levels were too low, but in reality, stress as a problem is no laughing matter.
And so this is the chapter I hope you never have to really use; some words about stress.
Why you should not read this chapter
But before getting too far in, please recognise that stress is good. In moderation.
Stress is a normal, natural and even healthy long evolved reaction to a variety of circumstances. A degree of stress around an important project or event can be a spur to high achievement for example. Some people even seem to thrive on stress as it gives them the challenge they need to succeed.
In this sense occasional stress can actually be a good sign. After all, to learn and develop you need to challenge and stretch yourself by working outside your comfort zone, and one of the ways you know you are doing this is it’s stressful.
But by managing through that stress and succeeding in whatever you were doing, whether it’s standing up to do a presentation or juggling a heavy workload, you will build your confidence as you see you can do it, which will reduce the stress factor next time.
If you are finding some parts of work stressful that’s actually probably fine and a natural part of what is going to be a steep learning curve; in which case I would seriously advise that you DO NOT read the rest of this chapter.
I say this, because this chapter is not about dealing with the occasional acute stress of the need to succeed.
Instead it’s about those times when chronic stress becomes a problem.
Like many long evolved good and useful things, stress is something we can have too much of and find it challenging in modern life where excessive levels of continued stress can lead to a range of problems including sleep loss and behaviour problems, and can even trigger depression.
Two important notes
Firstly, the material in this chapter has been written from a mix of personal experience and professional material on dealing with normal levels of stress in the workplace. It is intended as a practical guide to help you understand and manage this as an issue in everyday life.
However, I’m not a doctor, therapist or health professional, and if you are suffering from levels of stress that are causing you concern, you should not rely on this material but should seek appropriate medical advice.
Secondly, one of the reasons for including this chapter is that from personal experience I’m a great believer in the value of knowing your enemy in terms of awareness and understanding what is happening and why, as the key first step in dealing with any problems.
But one of the dangers of raising awareness is that some readers may become more conscious of the symptoms noted in ways which could be stressful in themselves (Oh no, this is happening to me and look how it could get worse) so I would caution against allowing anything in this chapter to wind you up or increase your stress levels.
So again, before reading further:
Stress’s biological role
Going back to the idea of fight, flight or freeze, stress’s basic biological role is as a survival mechanism to protect us from danger. (It’s that damn lion again.)
Stress is a reaction which puts us on alert to a threat, keeps us there until the threat has passed, and using things like adrenaline induces temporary changes to our bodies to enable us to react in ways that make sense when dealing with that lion:
And while these reactions come on very quickly so as to ready you for action, they are slow to diminish, again for very understandable evolutionary risk management reasons. While the lion is now out of sight, it might not have gone far, so it makes sense to stay on the alert and not let your guard down too soon. That feeling of tenseness will last for quite a while and you’ll feel your body’s reaction by way of tiredness afterwards as well.
Most of which is fine and can be coped with if the threat is an occasional lion that goes away again. But when the threat is today’s workload and tomorrow’s and the day after that, then we can have problems caused by this crisis orientated mechanism being stuck on a continual state of alert.
Given this it’s easy to see why work, and especially a first job, can give rise to stress:
Stress as a problem
People having problems with stress often:
Things that can make you more susceptible to stress either generally, or at any particular point in time include:
How do you feel stress?
Stress is experienced in three ways summarised by the acronym TAB:
Thoughts
Thoughts typically include a range of negative or self-critical questioning and imaging such as I can’t cope, I can’t do anything right, people are looking at me, or negative imaging such as questioning and worrying about what if this or that goes wrong or mental imaging of it actually happening.
The underlying themes of many of these are fear, such as fears of loss of face and being criticised or made to look foolish, loss of control, rejection, loneliness; and on the other hand, of meeting people, and even illness (I’m going mad).
As a result, common problems experienced as a result of excessive stress can include difficulty in concentrating (I need to keep an eye out for that lion), irritability (attack other), sleep problems, an inability to shut off a stream of images and thoughts, incessant self-criticism (attack self), and negative imaging and collapsing self-confidence, or alternatively a loss of interest in the world and an increasing feeling of being shut off from it, disassociated or alienated, extending to feeling you are in a bubble shut off from the world or in some form of out of body experience.
These can then lead to typical avoiding behaviours of I can’t face it, or them, I can’t be bothered any more, or anxiety that I’m losing it, I’m going to faint or be sick, and at the extreme panic attack reactions (and these can be really scary and life changing, I’ve been there, done that).
Actions
Many of the typical actions experienced as a result of stress are, as described above, to do with avoidance so when suffering from excessive stress people will start to avoid normal day to day events which are perceived as contributing towards their stress levels such as socialising, talking to people, driving, or making decisions; and they may begin to act differently.
Life either starts to seem too hectic as they are unable to rest at peace, always rushing and speaking too fast or stammering while their performance and efficiency drops and they become accident prone and irritable.
Or, unable to cope, they may start to give up, shutting down, abdicating responsibility and avoiding people (sometimes in a hostile way) to be alone, which may be a warning sign for potential depression.
In either event they may seek escape through drink or drugs.
Bodily reactions
Finally, as I’ve tried to make clear at the outset, stress is a physiological state which has a long list of potential physical (and mental) symptoms that can be experienced, both:
• Acutely – with panic symptoms such as numbness, dry mouth, nausea, churning guts, shaking, faintness, heart racing, tightness of breath, jelly legs, disassociation, which can lead to full blown panic attacks, and the feeling of an overwhelming urge to escape.
• Chronically – with long term issues of sleep problems, tiredness, headaches etc.
Having looked at the biological function of stress at the start of this piece it is easy to see how and why the acute bodily symptoms of stress arise. They are in most cases simply the side effects of the natural stress reaction’s survival functions.
The stress cycle
Given these three manifestations, you can probably already see the ways in which they can interact in a vicious cycle, feeding on each other to keep stress going.
The stress feedback loops
Each aspect of stress, whether a thought, action or bodily feeling, can lead to one or more of the other signs (as that queasy feeling in your stomach – body – starts to make you worry – thought – and you begin to edge towards the door – action).
How do you deal with excess stress?
The secret to managing stress is therefore to:
Facing up to problems and avoiding distractions
Inevitably people do have real problems which cause real stress with which they have to deal.
Where there is a real problem (say there’s a real-life lion-style threat to cope with such as a significant life event), then the issue is not just how to manage the stress. This may be of use in helping you to cope with the situation, but it’s only dealing with the symptoms and not the cause.
If there is a real identifiable problem that needs to be dealt with, then this needs to be specifically addressed so as to tackle the cause of this particular stress at source.
Similarly, there may be factors which will hamper attempts to deal with stress such as a reliance on alcohol or drugs, or a desire for some kind of miracle magic cure, which will get in the way of taking the actual actions needed to address the situation. If any of these are in evidence they need to be dealt with to allow you to be able to take the steps which will actually help.
Managing stressful thoughts
How you think about a situation affects how you feel about it and unfortunately stressful thought processes and the way we talk to ourselves about how we are feeling and what it means tends to be unhelpful as they tend to be negative, unrealistic and self-reinforcing.
Stressful thoughts can often come out of the blue, whether we want them or not, and quickly build from some small issue (The printer’s not working) on which you find yourself first focusing (Oh hell that’s going to make this report late) and then generalising (My IT never works) and generalising again (Nothing in my life ever works) and off into a spiral of negative thoughts about how everyone else’s life seems just peachy while yours has turned to crap.
This sort of unhelpful thinking style can involve a range of over generalised habits including:
If any (or all) of these seem familiar, then you need to look out for them in your own thinking next time you start to feel stressed and deal with them before they build.
The way to do this is to:
There are a few techniques for challenging your thoughts as they happen but the simplest is by always remembering to ask one or other of these questions:
In the longer term it helps to develop a strategy to deal with stressful situations and the thoughts they will bring by:
Work out a plan to deal with whatever the cause of stress is by applying a normal problem-solving process:
Negative thoughts and patterns of thinking are inside your head. They’re difficult things to shift but you do own them and if you want to manage stress they’re something that you need to work to take control of.
As they say, you can’t control everything that happens to you. But you do have choices about how you want to react to what does.
I have suffered from stress in the past, including full blown panic attacks, and one of the techniques I use is a sign I keep printed out on my desk at home where I can see it every day I’m working there. Using a very large font it fills a sheet of A4 and simply says:
• Praise or silence – this is an instruction to my inner voice that negative thoughts and running commentary are not allowed.
• Everything in my world is changing all the time/there are always new opportunities – this is to remind me that the one constant thing is change and it’s to be welcomed, not feared.
• My past is dead/I cannot change it so don’t worry about it – so no dwelling on past mistakes.
• My time is finite/make the most of now – enjoy the moment.
• Look forward with hope – be positive.
It helps me keep focused on what matters to me, so please feel free to use it and see if it helps you too.
Managing stressed actions
When you are stressed do you fidget or pace, or do you freeze? Do you talk nineteen to the dozen, or do you become tongue tied and stuttering? People act differently from normal when they are stressed. You may try and avoid the situation, switching off or depersonalising it as a way of avoiding responsibility or intimacy and exposure, or you may withdraw, seeking to escape the situation, or you may get aggressive, irritable and snappy with other people or yourself (is this reminding you of anything in the last chapter?).
Managing your actions when you are stressed is broadly a matter of seeing what stress is doing to your actions and consciously addressing them by:
To restate what’s already been said above, some situations will be out of your control, but you own and can choose to control how you react to them.
Managing stressed bodily reactions
The opposite of stress is in essence relaxation (No lions here so I can chill out). Dealing with stressed bodily reactions is in essence about learning relaxation techniques, both:
Techniques that you can use to take control and deal with immediate symptoms of stress include:
Longer term steps are:
One of the key problems people suffer as a result of stress are sleeping difficulties. Not all sleep problems are stress related but stress can lead to issues in everything from getting off to sleep, to staying asleep, to getting up again.
Treating sleep problems is worth a book on its own (and indeed there are many good ones out there you can get if you are having sleep problems) but the treatment in general involves:
The basic approach used is:
Key points summary
In the introduction I mentioned three essential points which I hoped you would take away from this book.
By way of a summary I repeat these below, together with some key supporting points which will help you to achieve them:
1 Don’t just work in your job, work on it.
2 Work on having successful, respectful relationships with people
3 Find out what your boss really wants, and give it to them
Manage to achieve the above and I believe you will be setting the foundations for a successful and fulfilling career.
Afterword
And that’s it, almost.
Because now, I have a work project for you.
Draw up your SMART plan of what you want to do.
Then go out and do it.
And please do let me know how you’ve got on. Link to me on LinkedIn (search for Mark Blayney), and do join my dedicated LinkedIn networking group (www.linkedin.com/groups/13503031) First Job Readers to swap stories, hints and tips.
And if you’ve enjoyed this book, or even better, found it useful, please do:
1 leave me a review on Amazon, Goodreads or other book review sites, and,
2 spread the work to your friends and colleagues via recommendations and social media.
In particular, if you think this book would really help anyone you know, please tell them about it – as a suggestion: try photocopying the contents page and giving it to them.
Many thanks in advance for doing all or any of the above as I’d appreciate it very much, and it only remains for me to say good luck and all the best with your career, wherever you take it.
Regards
Mark Blayney
Further reading and resources
Further reading
While I’ve made reference to a number of books and websites in this guide, to enable me to keep suggestions up to date I have set up a further reading and resources page on my website: www.theworkpress.com.
Workbooks and resources
I’m of an age where I still use dead trees for work purposes. On a day to day basis I manage my time using an approach to calls, To do lists, prioritisation, and project management that has served me so well over the years that I set up bound versions in Amazon a while ago for convenience so that I could buy the formats I wanted in a workbook form.
If you would like to use the same approach, these are available on Amazon:
|
A structured approach to daily time and project management |
I have also written a number of books for owner managers on business finance and creating and realising business value.
If you are interested in gaining an overview of what drives business finance and strategy some of these could be a good introduction so please visit http://theworkpress.com/business_books.html for more details.