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Introduction

How can you have a career and a life you love, in a world which still isn’t set up for you to do either of those things with ease?

If I was being generous, I’d say this was a conundrum.

If I was being direct, I’d say this was bullshit.

If I was being precise, I’d say there are three completely different but equally wrong answers to this very real problem.

The first bullshit answer is that everything will be fine and dandy if you magically find ‘work–life balance’. Because work–life balance is impossible. Straight up. As is anything static in the dynamic and ever-changing thing we call time. It is a two-dimensional approach for a four-dimensional world.

It’s also not even preferable. Even if you could ‘get’ that ‘balance’, it would be a poisoned chalice. The categories of ‘life’ and ‘work’ are woefully insufficient – thinking about the span of decades ahead of us and the days we are living right now in this binary fashion sets us up for disappointment and unmet expectations from the off.

On top of that, living in these human bodies in this current culture means that frequently we simply have to be more ‘all-in’ than any sense of ‘balance’ allows us. Having a baby, going for a big promotion, caring for an ill loved one, doing a degree or an internship, moving house, doing the ‘big job’ . . . take your pick: life happens in a series of opportunities, challenges and seasons, each of which requires wildly different allocations of our time and energy to wildly different priorities. And this happens again and again over the hopefully wide spans of our lifetimes.

Which all makes the concept of ‘work–life balance’ a useless, and frankly toxic, mental model. Because that is what it is meant to be, right? A quick framework, a speedy rule of thumb for operating. One that is meant to help us find a sense of fulfilment in the rare and precious years we get to spend on this rare and precious earth, but which in fact does the opposite.

Yet despite its unhelpfulness, we cannot escape it. Women in leadership positions or who are living their life in any public way at all get asked it repeatedly. Crikey, how many of us ask it of ourselves it in the quiet of the early morning hours, brain whirring, doubts flaring. Questioning why everyone else has cracked this thing that we are failing at. Because it’s everywhere in our culture. This book, I hope, is a final nail in work–life balance’s well-deserved and long-overdue coffin.

The second bullshit answer is to ‘lean in’. Saying this isn’t especially new some 10 years after Sheryl Sandburg’s book espoused us to do just that. Try harder, assert better, demand more, then success will follow. The backlash to this, rightly, spoke to the truth that it was not – is not – that simple. The message did not take account of the systemic barriers that women, and especially women of colour, Black women and those who are intersectional in anyway, face. But this point is even more pertinent right now – in a (please) post-COVID world. Never have we had a starker illustration of the depth of structural injustice some face than the two years of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Women made up 39 per cent of global employment but accounted for 54 per cent of overall job losses during the pandemic.1 In the UK, mothers were 23 per cent more likely than fathers to have lost their jobs (temporarily or permanently) during the first COVID lockdown. In families where the father lost his job while the mother kept hers, men and women still split housework and childcare responsibilities equally. In all other types of households, mothers spent substantially more time on domestic responsibilities.2 In Britain, a quarter of families are headed by a single parent, more than 90 per cent of whom are women.3 So who picked up the slack when schools closed?

And, unsurprisingly but tragically, the reality only gets worse for Black women and women of colour, all of whom have been acutely affected by pre-existing inequalities across a huge range of areas, including health, employment and access to government support.4 One last illustration: in the US, the employment-to-population ratio of Black women in their prime working years in 2021 was still 3.4 percentage points below the rate it was one year before the pandemic began, compared with 2.3 percentage points for all other women and 1.9 percentage points for white women. There are currently roughly 257,700 fewer employed prime-age Black women in the US than a year before the pandemic, when if you account for population growth, there should be over 312,500 more.5

Trying harder did not, will not, solve this. Leaning in isn’t fixing the gender pay gap, the even larger racial gender pay gap, the lack of flexible working or affordable childcare, the mismatched allocation of caring and domestic responsibilities on women, the motherhood penalty or the everyday prejudice and discrimination that is still so prevalent.

So what are we meant to do? We can’t do it all by ourselves. The system isn’t doing it for us – quite the opposite. And, importantly, there is no magic ‘refuse to participate’ button. We are here. In this world. In this time. In this system. This is the only chance we get. The only chance to live, to work, to thrive. To adventure, to laugh, to cry, to parent, to love, to discover, to think, to build, to fix, to do whatever it is we want.

Which brings me to the third bullshit answer: making your lifestyle your work. We are spun a lie by those who implore us to nakedly ‘follow our passions’ and that if we ‘do what we love’ then we’ll never work a day in our lives. If only it were that simple. If only. Many people do not have easily monetisable passions, or just want to keep them protected from the complications of earning a living from them. None of us is one thing alone, and we don’t have to be the one thing that gets us paid.

The post-‘lean in’ era saw the rise of two phenomena, the first amplified by the second: the almost deification of all things entrepreneurial, and the explosion of social media. In the context of the need to escape the confines of the old, intractable workplace structures, this of course made perfect sense. Building your own small or empire-like business and bringing the world along for the ride meant you were setting your own rules, at last. You could create a unicorn while barely out of school, your kitchen-table business could find a bigger audience, or you could get paid to go on holiday or wear nice clothes or try on make-up or even do yoga poses. <Insert hair flick here.>

Except, what is more relentless and critical and unforgiving: a boss or an algorithm or a customer or an investor? I’ve done the first three and I can tell you which I prefer. My point isn’t that building your own business or working in social media is a wrong or bad option. But it isn’t the easy option. And anyone who suggests it is, including the ‘follow your dreams’ crew, is being dishonest about the myriad of challenges that lie ahead on those paths.

The nugget of truth here is that there are no easy options. There are only numerous different trades – gives and takes – each of us must make. And it is only possible to select the ones that are best, or at a minimum least worst, for each of us if we a) are honest about them in the first place and b) know what is uniquely important to us as individuals. This is how it becomes possible to live with some sense of ease. It isn’t about things being easy, it’s about getting enough control and building enough resilience into your life that you get to choose the struggles that suit you best. Which is why the second half of this book is dedicated to discussing many of these trades: quitting, fulfilment, passions, hobbies, flexibility, money and impact.

My route to more ease has been to choose an unconventional way of walking a conventional path. The ‘traditional’, or maybe even extreme, corporate career, as a woman and mother. I am some 18 years into a career in investment banking – interning and temping my way through university, then embarking on a full-time career upon graduation, first in operations (processing trades), then seven years as a currency sales-trader (shouting ‘buy buy buy’ into old-school phone handsets). Then nine as a senior relationship manager (looking after big complicated clients across the entire bank’s business). And, as of very recently, embarking on a new phase of my career building and running a new exchange-traded fund launching service within the bank. At the same time, I have been discovering, maintaining and sharing a passion for yoga and, it turns out, writing, quite publicly on social media and on these pages. It has involved a long-standing marriage, birthing two gorgeous boys and navigating shared parental leave, co-parenting and dual careering with my husband too.

I tell you this as not many people get to write books like this. On careers and on life, that is. The people we normally get to hear from on the career front are the founders, the C-suiters, the unicorners. They are the multi-multi-millionaires who have cracked the secrets of success, those who have (seemingly) ‘won’ the game of life and want to tell us how to follow in their footsteps.

Or they are the creatives and activists. The writers and media people, the ones who have cultivated a platform and now use it, professionally. The ones who do not do the 9–5s or, more accurately, the 8–6s or 7–7s. Maybe they did for a few years. Then they ‘escaped’. And now they can tell us we can too.

And I love books by them all, ordering the next ones on Amazon even as the stack of unread books grows higher and more unstable on my bedside table. Recommending them to friends, handing them out to colleagues, jotting down notes as I inhale a chapter or two on the train to work.

But I am none of those people. And have no plans to be.

It is a truly strange mix of events which got me here. There was a bike accident involving a white van. There was, is, an unplanned career in investment banking that continues at a level I am proud of, but is far, far away from reaching anything C-suite. There were hours of (badly) practising yoga, being gently pestered by two very cute cats, to recover from the accident. There was a lovely but inexplicable growth of Instagram ‘followers’ along for the ride. There was a firstly self-published book on yoga self-practice which stumbled out of its not-worth-publishing niche only because of the brutal realities of a global pandemic and worldwide lockdowns.

None of this screams ‘read my book about life and work’!

Except that’s kind of the point.

Certain kinds of content and certain kinds of people and certain kinds of jobs ‘work’ in the media, be that social or traditional, getting book deals or TikTok followers. This is not a judgement. It is a simple statement of fact. I am not naive about why my yoga account took off on Instagram in the way it did; it’s not hard to imagine it doing very differently if my skin was a different shade or my body a different size. Similarly, it is incredibly difficult to ‘do’ social media from a corporate seat at all (Compliance departments rejoice!), forget about doing it justice. Confidentiality being a huge piece of it, as well as the fact that meetings aren’t the most engaging content for socials, even if the topics, and more importantly the processes, pace, people, perks and pay packets, may be.

This, of course, is why we get to hear from the CEOs: they can set the rules (and hire a nice ghostwriter to pitch their message). Yet, in the UK alone, there are over 10 million people employed by large corporations. That is nearly 40 per cent of the entire private sector employment.6 There may be a few thousand CEOs in there, but there are thousands of times more people in the middle somewhere carving paths and trying to find the right trades too.

We need to hear from more people on these topics. We need more discussion of the various trades in various walks of life. Not only is there space for everyone, but the discussion gets richer the more voices are a part of it. I want to hear from those who have completed the game (hello billionaires and CEOs) and those who have eschewed the game as we used to know it (hello influencers and digital nomads) and those who want to change the rules of the game (hello activists). And then more from those in the different places entirely. Yes, maybe a few more mid-level corporate types.

My experience as one of those, by definition, cannot be totally inclusive or representative. I’m a middle-class white woman raised in a wealthy country by a military father and a teacher mother. The privilege of my work in an incredibly well-paid industry has afforded me a level of security and, frankly, comfort that is not available to all (money is a subject we will spend an entire chapter on later in the book). Being a woman in a male-dominated industry and a patriarchal society has given me some experience of structural challenges and disadvantages. Yet it does not compare to what people of colour or those who are intersectional in any way must face, both at work and in society at large. I get to ‘check my privilege’ here on this page, rather than try to navigate a reality which has Black women on a 108-year long journey, at current rates of progress, to equal pay. Or 202 years for Hispanic women. Compared to ‘just’ 33 for white women versus white men.7

Any ‘solution’ which ignores all these realities is no solution at all. Nor is one which is explicit about them but only focuses on what needs to change.

We need to live, to thrive. Right here. Right now. In this world.

We need a mental model – a framework – that helps everyone, but women especially, to find more joy and more fulfilment and more of whatever it is they want from life. One that is easily changeable, speaks honestly about the world and gives useful tools to operate in it as it is, not as we wish it to be. So that we might have the energy, vision, and strength to one day make it precisely that: more as we wish it to be.

As with all things in life, there are very few universal right answers – there are only the right answers for each of us in that moment, and many, many trades to make along the way. The clearer we each can be about what we want and do not want, what we have and do not have, what we can and cannot do, and what is and is not possible, the more likely we are to make decisions that work for us – in the great moments of life and in the awful ones, because all our lives will be full of both.

I cannot promise that this book is going to change the world. What I can promise, however, is a framework that is just as short as ‘work–life balance’, but a hell of a lot less useless and toxic. One that, I hope, can be utilised in many walks of life, for many different component parts of life and many different ways of allocating energy to them. One that helps you work out which trades are right for you, and then supports you to live with them. To find some ease in a world which is rarely easy.

This framework is ‘The Dials’.

The Dials is a flexible, open, empowering approach to working life – not work and life as separate entities, but as a series of constantly evolving and coexisting components, reflective of an honest assessment of your values, goals and priorities. The Dials is a method that encourages you to expand your notions of both ‘life’ and ‘work’, and then fashion a sustainable, nourishing and, most of all, realistic way of knitting all those many pieces of a rich and varied existence together – one which changes over time but works for today and for the long term.

Instead of a static, binary impossibility, The Dials is a dynamic tool, made up of four parts: dashboard, dials, levels, resilience. It is a snapshot of current times and a process to be worked through; it is a reflection of where you are at in this moment, and a series of steps you can revisit in a discrete and/or continuous way from here on out.

We are going to go through each step in depth over the coming chapters. I’m going to make the case for why every piece is an essential one, explain how it works and how to best approach it, and share stories and examples which further illustrate and give guidance on the practical how-tos. Throughout the book, there will be questions and prompts to help you start thinking about what The Dials will look like for you.

We will sketch out each section of your Dials as we travel through this first half of the book. In the second half, we are going to spend some time on topics that your Dials all relate to: quitting, how a life helps rather than hinders a career, career fulfilment, trades in life and work, money and impact. It is my hope that, by the end of the book, you will be able to bring all of this together to finalise your personal Dials framework.

So, jot down notes in the margins as you go, fill in the blank spaces as you get to them, highlight passages that you want to stay with you, and feel free to disagree with me along the way too. This will all form the basis of your framework, your dials. Any notes you make along the way, or thoughts that begin to coalesce, need not be perfect or even fully formed. The idea is that they will develop as we travel through the rest of the book, together.

I will be sharing many of my personal stories in these pages. Not because you should do what I have done – not at all – but because they further illuminate an example of using The Dials framework and the very real questions that arise when we try to work out what having a successful approach to work and to life looks like for us. These stories, I hope, will be illustrative, even if they are not – indeed, cannot be – representative. You will also see many quotes, comments and stories from a range of different people working through The Dials framework, giving you further examples of how The Dials can help clarify thinking, litmus-test choices and enable the expression of priorities in the real world. You will see quotes, stories and thoughts from different people throughout the book: these are based on numerous real interviews, but mostly created here as composites and with identifying details tweaked, all to represent key themes that came up in those conversations repeatedly. Again, they won’t be entirely representative, but I hope they are helpful. And that, one day, I will be able to hear from you and other readers about your own Dials.

I have not reached any level of perfection or eliminated all difficulty from my own life. I definitely do not have the perfect answers of how to do your life right. This isn’t a book about how to do things my way. What this is is a book about how to do things your way, in our world. Your priorities, your path. Your set of guiding principles with which to navigate the choppy waters of life.

Because it happens, right – #life – in all its messy and complex glory. It can be really, really hard. And really, really wonderful.

I know that I have a set of guiding principles and a practical mental model that I can turn to whatever piece of good or bad news or exciting or difficult set of choices come barrelling at me next. And I want you to have that too.
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