KEYS TO A SUCCESSFUL CAREER

What would I reply if someone at the beginning of their career were to ask me how to be successful? Well, go on then. Ask me. Oh, all right. I know you’re a bit shy so I’ll tell you anyway. There are nine essentials.

Firstly, I‘ve got some bad news for you. Your mum and dad are right. Yes, honest. They may be wrong about loads of things but you definitely do need a good, general education just like they always told you. I don’t, however, mean you need lots of diplomas and a degree that looks good on your CV but you need to get into the habit of learning, to be exposed to information you may never use and to find out what finished work looks like so you will know when you are producing something with a point and a purpose. And note the word ‘general’ before the word education. Unless you are really sure you know what you want to do, avoid narrow specialisations. I strongly suggest that you follow a broad course and keep your options open.

Second, look for role models. You are seeking people who are happy and well balanced. They may well be successful, too but that is not the main point. Watch how they approach life and work. It doesn’t matter if they are businessmen, or chemists or engineers or managers or anything else. It’s their philosophy for success you are interested in, not the technical knowledge that goes with their chosen career.

Look for early responsibility. Opportunities for responsibility will pop up or drift past you. Watch out for those opportunities and have the courage to say, ‘Could I have a try at that, please?’ You may get knocked back a few times but sooner or later the boss will say, ‘OK. Why not. Let me know if you need any help.’

Fourthly you need to embrace ethical values right from the start of your career. There will always be pressures to bend the rules a bit, to compromise your principles or turn a blind eye to something that you know is not quite right. Resist. If it feels wrong, it is wrong. Go along with something dubious and you will regret it sooner or later. The corporate scandals that have rocked the world’s stock markets are not about poor accountancy: they are about a lack of personal integrity. Don’t go there.

Keep learning and updating your knowledge. Be curious forever. The end of formal education is not the end of learning. Many professions require that their members undertake and record their continual professional development activities. Do it anyway.

Similarly, accept every opportunity for training and personal development. You will never regret knowing too much.

Seventh, develop an attitude of mind that sees mistakes – your own and other people’s – as a learning opportunity. If you ask a successful entrepreneur how many times they got it wrong before they finally got it right, they will tell you dozens, maybe even hundreds. If your boss is too old fashioned to see it that way, keep reminding yourself that failure is something you can learn from even if he or she can’t.

Just like any successful organisation, you need a mission in life. That doesn’t mean having every step mapped out and every eventuality planned and prepared for, just knowing why you are doing what you do. Others will tell you that to be ‘successful’ you need to be at the top of your profession, be known worldwide and make shed-loads of money. Maybe, but there are loads of hugely satisfying alternative aims including public or community service, raising a family, running a happy and productive company or department, balancing your work and home life, developing other people, being a valued team member and so on and so on. Have your own mission and don’t unthinkingly follow the path others think you should take.

What else? Well, read. Read widely outside your field. Context is important and it’s no use being expert in your own special field if you don’t understand how that fits into your organisation, it’s business sector, the national economy and international trends. 

