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By Nigel Wood

Reading a book recently by Ben Sherwood (The Survivors Club, Penguin Books Ltd, 2009) really got me thinking.  Should we consider our careers in terms of plane crashes?  Well, more about how to survive a plane crash rather than using it as a description of a career.  A lot of the explanations and theories put forward as to why some people survive disasters and others don’t resonated with what I have seen over the years in career management.

How would you react in a disaster?  Until you have experienced one, you really don’t know.  What the analysis shows is that most people react in one of three ways.  10% will be calm and able to think and act rationally.  Another 10% will panic and act irrationally.  The remaining 80% will simply freeze and let events take over.  Guess which group has the best chance of surviving?  Yep – the calm, considered 10%.
Take a few seconds to think about your career and the careers of the people around you.    How many can you say manage their careers?  In my experience most people react to what happens around them and let events unfold.  The ones who get the most satisfaction from their jobs think about their careers in a planned, logical way.  Can you see where I am heading?  The pattern seems to be very similar to the 10%:80%:10% rule.  Do I have any evidence or proof?  Nope.  Does it fit the pattern for every person?  Nope.  Does it pass the smell test based on what I have seen and experienced?  You bet.  
Let’s see whether the attributes Sherwood identifies as improving the chances of survival provide any lessons for how we manage our careers.  
Purpose.  This is your drive, your passion, your commitment to deliver.

Faith/hope/love/empathy.  Your underlying motivation or beliefs, holding fast to your hope and in that way motivating others.

Intelligence/ingenuity/instinct.  The ability to figure things out, to think laterally to solve a problem.  It is about common sense and the application of intelligence – and this can be instinctive as much as academic.
Resilience and tenacity.  It’s about that spirit, about never giving up or letting go
Adaptability/flow.  Flexibility, the ability to tailor your approach to a situation.  You are sensitive to what is happening around you.

In a few lines I cannot do justice to Sherwood’s categories but even in the pen portraits above there are clear parallels with career management. 
Let’s start with purpose.  What is your career aspiration – CEO of a FTSE 100 company or a solid reliable job with great work life balance?  There are no right answers – it is about you.  The analogy that works best for me is about projects.  Projects without a clear deadline or defined objectives tend to deliver the wrong thing at the wrong time.   Your  career is no different – it is a project in its own right.  

Faith, hope etc is about the motivation or belief that for some underpins their purpose.  Good examples include the voluntary sector, teaching and the health sector.  Personally I would push the analogy one stage further and talk about principles.  I did an exercise recently to draw out the principles that underpinned my team – and spookily they came out to be very similar to my own principles.  Well actually it shouldn’t have been spooky - it is what I should have expected having recruited and moulded the team.  The principles became core to the way we worked – deciding which projects to take on, how to approach different situations.  Bringing it back to career management – what principles do you work towards?  Would you work for a company you consider “unethical”?  Having worked with graduates over a number of years it is interesting how ethics is becoming increasing important in their career decision making.  Identifying and consciously using your principles as part of your decision making process is all part of career management.
Over the years I have worked with many people who have the natural intelligence and ingenuity that makes them stand out. They were not all high flyers – demonstrating that this isn’t enough on its own to mark a career for the very top.  To achieve this you need to have self awareness of your strengths – and then to use them.  In some situations a manager recognises the ingenuity and puts the individual in a role where they will thrive.  But there are many more examples where it isn’t recognised and you end up with a square peg in a round hole and everybody dissatisfied.   This isn’t a criticism of the manager – if they have a limited understanding and experience of analysis they are never going to be able to recognise a brilliant analyst – unless the analyst is proactive in getting that recognition.  Once again we come back to are you in control or do you wait for things to happen to you debate.
Resilience and tenacity is not simply about putting the hours in – the hours have to go into the right thing and in the right way.  A set back often offers a greater learning opportunity than years of constant success.   It is also easy to go for the short cut - there are many people I have seen who are desperate to make an immediate impact and make large scale changes very quickly. The resulting chaos often takes months to resolve.  A series of incremental improvements that cumulatively make a big difference over time may have a bigger impact. To do this takes resilience and tenacity.  Your career should be treated in the same way.  Is one failed interview going to break your career?  Only if you let it.  Being able to take the set backs, learn and try again is a route to success. When you look back you will forget about the setbacks and only see how far you have come.  
Adaptability and flow is another way of describing flexibility.  For me this is one of the most important attributes to look for in a person and can be considered in two contexts.  The first is that business increasingly recognises generalists – people with a broad commercial background who can adapt and thrive in a range of environments.  The second is the pace of change – not only in terms of the adoption of for example new technology but people.  There is an expectation (whether right or wrong) that individuals will move on after c3 years in a role.  Over the last 5 years I have had five different managers – with either me or them moving on.  For each change one needs to adapt as each individual has a different outlook and approach.  And this doesn’t consider your stakeholders who move on as quickly.  Your career needs to be considered in this way.  With constant change there is only one person who can take responsibility for your career – you.  And your approach has to be flexible and adaptable to exploit this.   One of the ways to achieve this is to be clear about your purpose – which is where we came in a few minutes ago!
If you think that by demonstrating one or all of these attributes you will survive a disaster – or have a great career, think again!  They increase your chances of survival or progressing with your career – they guarantee nothing.  And where does lady luck fit in?  There is no doubt that in terms of disaster if your number’s up then that’s it.  From a career perspective the end result isn’t quite as dramatic.  The key message is to be lucky.  This is not a flippant throw away comment.  If you look for the positives, keep putting yourself forward and giving yourself opportunities to stretch and learn, proactively networking and talking to people, you will be staggered how much luck will come your way.  But that is a subject for another day!
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