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‘Workstyle is a brilliant book. Lizzie and Alex are the experts on autonomous working and make it easy and exciting for us all to understand and apply.’

Helen Tupper, bestselling co-author of The Squiggly Career and You Coach You

‘This book – a manifesto on how to make work actually work for the people doing it – shouldn’t have had to be written, but I’m so glad it has. Workstyle recognises our individuality as workers, and gives us permission to break free from the 9-5, while also explaining exactly how to do so.’

Rebecca Seal, bestselling author of SOLO: How to Work Alone (and Not Lose Your Mind)

‘Lizzie and Alex have turned an idea, a principle, into a global movement and a successful business. Workstyle provides a privileged insight into their real-world experience and offers a framework for anyone thinking about what “organisation” means in contemporary business. An accessible, inspiring, and timely contribution to any leader’s library.’

Matt Meyer, CEO, Taylor Vinters

‘Whether you are an individual looking to understand your place in the future of work and how to optimise your life, or you are a business looking to harness the real value of the people you work with, this book offers an indispensable guide. Presenting a genuinely novel and brilliant concept this book is jam-packed with academic research, anecdotes, and practical guides to take you from clueless to expert without ever wanting to put the thing down. Who said you can’t be more productive and happier…?’

Albert Azis-Clauson, Chair of the Association for the Future of Work and CEO of UnderPinned

‘The concept of “workstyle” wins in a modern world! Written in a hugely engaging way, this book explains how the workstyle approach can have a positive impact not just on the person, their health and wellbeing, but on our businesses enabling us to generate superior results, and also on wider society. One day we will look back and wonder how we ever worked any other way!’

Jon Marlow, Managing Director, Divine Chocolate

‘An incredibly empowering read which made me reflect on changes I could make to improve my opportunities to learn, grow and have lasting impact through the way that I work. Packed with practical advice and lessons we all need to adopt to move to a more inclusive and productive way of working, I will be recommending this book to EVERYONE.’

Sarah Salter, Global Head of Innovation, Wavemaker

‘Lizzie and Alex have spearheaded the conversation around autonomous and asynchronous working for over a decade, bringing innovative ways of working to change the world of work.’

Caroline Arora, VP People and Culture, Blinkist

‘Workstyle is an important and relevant book that should not be missed, especially in the post-Covid era.’

Jon Younger, Investor, Teacher and Forbes Contributor

‘Workstyle is a practical guide to a radically new way of working, as we all move into new work environments post pandemic. It is easy to read, has plenty of practical tips and encourages a work-life integration approach to the new world of work. Great value for those who want support in their quest for workstyle changes.’

Professor Sir Cary Cooper, ALLIANCE Manchester Business School, University of Manchester

‘To say that I REALLY enjoyed this book does not fully give it the credit it deserves! Lizzie and Alex have truly captured what is wrong with our broken approach to work, and underlines the need for work to serve our chosen lifestyles and not the other way around. Added to that, their personalities shine through their writing to make this book even more enjoyable. Everyone should own a copy of this book.’

Dr Rochelle Haynes, Senior Lecturer in Global People Management and CEO of Crowd Potential

‘If you care about creating a future of work in which everyone can belong then Workstyle is a must read. Lizzie and Alex have been pioneers of new ways of working long prior to the pandemic. In order to hold on to what we have gained in a pandemic which personally and professionally cost us so much, this book is vital, urgent reading.’

Nicola Kemp, Editorial Director, Creativebrief

‘Trust Lizzie and Alex to write this cracker of a book that redefines how we work and how older workers can take their rightful places on intergenerational teams. Love it!’

Susan Flory, creator of The Big Middle podcast

‘At long last, a genuinely new view of the world of work. Lizzie and Alex bring insight, experience and, crucially, imagination together and offer us a tried and tested solution. This book will make you change how you work but more importantly, it will show how we will all benefit from radically rethinking how we live our lives. A new way of working would be gamechanging for fathers, their partners, their children and society.’

Will McDonald, Trustee, Fatherhood Institute

‘Lizzie Penny and Alex Hirst have been in the vanguard of this movement for a decade. Their message from the frontline is insightful, wide-ranging, practical – and readable. In a world of full employment, businesses that win will have to meet their colleagues’ workstyle expectations – this is a guidebook for where those are heading.’

Philip Almond, Executive Director Fundraising & Marketing, Cancer Research UK

‘It’s time we all recognised the deep and enduring prejudices which exclude millions of people from equal participation in society. Now, perhaps more than ever as we put Covid behind us, it is vitally important to not only think big, but to think outside the box and not be constrained by what has been done previously. The world is changing so fast, and so is the way we live in it. But one principle is surely timeless: everyone should have the opportunity to realise their potential and do their best work. I really hope the extensive work that has gone into producing Workstyle and its thoughtful recommendations will attract the attention they deserve.’

Lord Kevin Shinkwin, peer and disability campaigner

‘In this fascinating and insightful book Lizzie and Alex draw on their deep experience of changing the way they worked – to provide a guide on how to change the way you work. With both practical wisdom and research insights they build a convincing argument for change.’

Professor Lynda Gratton, bestselling author of Redesigning Work and The 100-Year Life
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Foreword

Sixty years ago I was a pioneer of computer software. I was also, though neither I nor anyone else realised it at the time, a pioneer of a different kind. Today, as I approach the age of 90, I find the rest of the world has caught up with me.

In 1962 the company I founded, Freelance Programmers, employed only women working from home. My own career with two conventional employers had been stymied by the prevailing sexism of the times, and I reasoned that lots of other women must have had the same experience. Others had chosen (or in some cases been obliged) to give up their jobs when they married or had children. They constituted a pool of highly-qualified and highly-motivated staff just waiting to be usefully employed.

Eventually my company proved an enormous success (though not before well-meaning equal opportunities legislation in the 1970s meant we had to offer jobs to men as well as women). Along the way we developed new, flexible ways of working for our new, flexible workforce – people who wanted to fit their work around their lives, rather than adhering to the rigid timetables and structures of conventional employment.

We offered a smorgasbord of benefits. You could work for us part-time or full-time. You could opt to put more of your remuneration package into a pension, or take more holiday for less pay (counterintuitively, we learnt that when you offer staff the freedom to take as much holiday as they want, they tend to take less). We were forerunners of today’s gig economy, offering zero-hour contracts to women who valued the freedom such arrangements gave them to combine work with caring for children or elderly relatives.

Today, as Lizzie Penny and Alex Hirst show, working from anywhere at any time has been made possible by advances in technology unguessed at when I started out, back in the era of pencils and paper, typewriters and telephones. What the authors call ‘workstyle’ is as revolutionary today as the flexibility my company offered was all those years ago.

There is, it turns out, nothing set in stone about the way we work. Patterns of work have often been reconfigured and reimagined. The five-day working week, for instance, was introduced by Henry Ford in 1926; but in Britain public service jobs came down from six to five days only in the early 1950s. Today some UK businesses think in terms of a four-day working week, and there is a general trend towards shorter working hours on the grounds that they deliver greater productivity. Yet none of these changes advocate for individual choice, nor do they bring about the radical change at work that our businesses and our society really need.

With workstyle many of us will have almost complete freedom to choose when and where we work. Where will that freedom take us? How can we use it to benefit older workers, carers, those struggling with ill-health, those who identify as neurodiverse or those who feel burnt-out by years of commuting?

There is much to celebrate, though there are also grounds for caution. The pandemic accelerated pre-existing trends, and introduced many more employees and employers to radically new patterns of work. But it also saw women slipping back in the workplace, as more women than men (pro rata) were furloughed or lost their jobs completely. Women also took the brunt of domestic responsibilities, in particular home schooling.

One thing that won’t change is the importance of work. I am a workaholic, someone who admits to being defined by my work: to me, it’s not just something you do when you’d rather be doing something else. Thomas Carlyle called it ‘the grand cure of all maladies’ and Picasso ‘the ultimate seduction’, and as I get older I understand this kind of thinking better.

For most people, of course, their work is not the entirety of their lives. Yet as Stephen Hawking observed, work is what gives many of us meaning and purpose, and life would be empty without it. Today we have the chance to develop a healthier relationship with it for the benefit of ourselves as individuals and society as a whole: Lizzie Penny and Alex Hirst show us how.

Dame Stephanie ‘Steve’ Shirley CH 2022





Hello workstyler! (:wave:)

In 2014 we each had separate life-changing events happen: Alex went through burnout; Lizzie had a baby. Quite different experiences you might think, but oddly they led us both to a singular conclusion – that the traditional way of working wasn’t working for us and that we, and everyone else in the world, should be free to choose for ourselves when and where we work.

We have spent the past eight years testing, and proving, that work plays a much healthier role in your life if you have the complete freedom to choose when and where you do it – an idea so revolutionary, it turns out, that there wasn’t even a word for it, so we created one: workstyle. We love our work and are now dedicating our professional lives to spreading the word of workstyle – as you’ll discover, it’s something we are extremely passionate about. It’s why we decided to write this book.

Not only have we ourselves worked in our individual, regularly changing workstyles for the past eight years, we have helped more than 2,500 workstylers to set, project and respect their own workstyles, and have set up our own longitudinal study of research into it. Having also built a successful business based on workstyle, the two of us have got to know this world well, and we believe that wider society would be a much more inclusive, and happier, place if everyone could have the opportunity to work in the individualised way we do.

In this book, we are going to explain what workstyle is, why now is the right time to move to working in the workstyle way, and the impact it can have.

In the same way as Sir Robert Owen (‘Sir Bobby O’ to those of us who are megafans) inspired the reform of working practices during the industrial revolution, our ambition is for this book to do the same and create its own revolution today. We hope to inspire you, and show you how workstyle can elevate your wellbeing (‘be well’), step-change your productivity (‘work better’) and have a positive impact on society for ever (‘do good’).

Workstyle has been transformative for us. We hope it will be for you, too.




PART 1

IDEA





[image: A drawing illustrates the slogan, Workstyle is the freedom to choose when and where you work. The drawings depict a range of different scenarios in which people are working outside the traditional office structure. These include working from home, working in a queue, working on an airplane, working from a hammock on a beach, and working whilst skiing. The concept also promotes having time away from work, including moments of meditation and walking the dog.]





ONE

Introduction


One word to change your life… workstyle

In the UK we say that all the best ideas start in the pub. So it is appropriate that, as Brits, in late 2014 we came up with the word ‘workstyle’ in a pub on the corner of Shepherd’s Bush Green in London. We had both had a tough few months at work and were complaining about being judged on the time we spent at our desks rather than the work we actually delivered. ‘What if…?’ we pondered over our 2-for-1 cocktails (yep, we’re also classy). ‘What if everyone could be judged on their output rather than when and where they work?’ What if there was a word not loaded with prejudice like ‘shirking from home’ or ‘part-timer’ or ‘flex pest’ that everyone could use to describe their individual way of working? What if we had a work equivalent to designing your own lifestyle? What’s your workstyle? Light bulb. Moment. :bulb:

Our lives are divided into before that moment and after. The next cocktail tasted different somehow – the sweet taste of finding your purpose in life, perhaps. Since then we have dedicated our careers to proving that individualised workstyles can replace one-size-fits-all working practices – both for ourselves and for others. We have built a business that engages its 1,000-strong workforce entirely through workstyle, and we campaign for others to do the same. We have directly helped more than 2,500 people work in their own workstyle and have apparently inspired thousands of others. So, other than being a new word that we invented in a pub in 2014, what actually is ‘workstyle’?

Put simply, workstyle is the freedom to choose when and where you work. It exists in order to create an individualised system of work. The important thing here is to have the true freedom to decide for yourself rather than to be told. This is more than just moving away from working in office blocks or sticking up two fingers to the 9-to-5. It’s more than flexible working. This is about fundamentally redefining our psychological contract with work; thinking about fitting our work around our lives rather than fitting our lives around our work. It is about thriving through our work, not in spite of it.



The transformational power of workstyle

The autonomy of living and working according to your own workstyle can be transformational – or certainly it has been for us and the other workstylers we have got to know over the past eight years, many of whom have tried flexible, hybrid and remote working and have found nothing to be as impactful as workstyle. This is about being able to adapt to the less glamorous but hugely important aspects of life – being a carer, a parent, living positively with a disability, managing mental health conditions or feeling fulfilled while living with a terminal diagnosis. It’s also for people who simply want to change their relationship with work, who want time to manage their household chores, see their friends or play sport during the day. For people who want to be free to move countries every three weeks or work from the beach (their #ViewFromMyDesk photos are always the ones that really take our breath away!). There are many ways that workstyle changes lives, but in this book we’re going to focus on the three areas where workstyle has the most impact:


	Workstyle elevates your wellbeing.

	Workstyle step-changes your productivity.

	Workstyle can have a lasting impact on society.



We are writing this book to inspire you to try workstyle for yourself and spread the word of its transformative effect so that together we can create a revolution in working practices. In the same way as Sir Bobby O did just over 200 years ago with the conception of the eight-hour working day, we believe that this is the start of the next revolution in how we all work. In this book we are going to expand on each of the three ways above in which workstyle changes lives and we invite you to join us in creating the biggest change to working practices since 1817.



The structure of this book

We have divided this book into four parts – first the idea of workstyle itself, then its impact on wellbeing, on productivity and on society.

The first part – the idea – is what you’re reading now. In this section we’ll explain why workstyle is so important to us personally and highlight the most relevant points in the history of work. We will also explain why the conditions are now right for the widespread adoption of individualised work, and more specifically workstyle. We conclude this section with a summary of our research findings into the link between autonomy (workstyle), wellbeing and productivity. This section may feel like a bit of an information overload but it is important context for the sections that follow.

The second part – impact on wellbeing – explores the ways in which we have found workstyle elevates our wellbeing. We look at five elements of wellbeing and the differences that workstyle has brought to our lives in each of them.

The third part – impact on productivity – explores how we have become more productive through working in a workstyle way. It’s an idea that is fundamentally created to benefit people but it is also better for the work we do, as we explore across this section. There are five elements to this, too.

The fourth and final section – impact on society – looks ahead towards the greater opportunities workstyle presents to change our world. First, through the revolutionary change it can bring to inclusion and to individual people’s lives; second, through the attitudinal change that could reduce discrimination more broadly; and third, through the opportunity that a truly diverse workforce brings to our ability to solve the world’s most important and complex challenges as a result of our improved collective intelligence.

Across all four sections we have included short chapter summaries that provide the opportunity for you to reflect on the themes, to take action and to help inspire others behind the idea of workstyle.

Before we get any deeper into the first section and the idea of workstyle, you should know that we are both geeks. Yes, we’re afraid you can expect some geeking-out throughout this book because we think everything surrounding the subject of workstyle is fascinating. :nerd_face: It’s not only us who think so. You’ll be pleased to hear that we have invited a group of brilliant experts in their fields to go deeper into some areas which we think are particularly interesting. Their ‘geek boxes’ are spread throughout the book and are hopefully as fascinating to you as they are to us.

We also love people and are fascinated by their stories – it’s the inspirational stories of workstylers that have made the past eight years so enjoyable and fuelled our commitment to this idea. We have chosen a handful to include in this book as ‘Workstyle Stories’. They are all stories from real-life workstylers already living the workstyle dream, intended to show the breadth of this revolution and the true impact it can have on human lives. If these inspire you, there are many more at WorkstyleRevolution.com.

The other thing you’ll notice we use throughout the book is the ‘wordmoji’ (another word we’ve made up!), which is the word description of an emoji. This is because we have become so accustomed to our digital-first ways of working that we are now seemingly incapable of writing prose without the addition of emojis to add character and humour to how we write. Since writing a book feels like more of a word place than an emoji place, we’ve used wordmojis throughout. :smiling_face: If you don’t find these funny, which we’re confident many of you won’t, please just skip over them and focus on the serious words.

The purpose of writing this book is to change the world through the widespread adoption of workstyle, which means that, while our first objective is to convince you, the reader, that workstyle is the future, the second aim of the book is to inspire you to talk to other people about it. To make it easier for you to tell your friends about in the pub (*other meeting places are available), throughout the book you will find hand gestures like the one below which go alongside the narrative so you can remember the case for workstyle more easily, but also so you can look really cool to your mates :wink: and be ready for cross-examination from the naysayers. :ninja: The ‘W’ for workstyle was our original hand gesture, and workstylers will tell you we’ve been honing this one for years, but our hope is that you can remember all the others, too, and help spread the word of workstyle.


[image: An illustration of a pair of hands visualizes the Workstyle approach. The thumb and index finger of each hand are outstretched to create right angles. The tips of the thumbs are pressed together to create a letter W. Work is written on the right thumb and Style is written on the left thumb.]

Workstyle is all about creating an individualised system of work, but it is one that needs our collective action to succeed. So, we hope you enjoy the book, but, above all, we hope you join the workstyle revolution and help spread the word so that together we can make much-needed changes in working practices that can create a happier, more fulfilled society.






TWO

Our workstyle stories

Before we get into the details of workstyle, we think it’s important that you know our stories and why this is something that is so close to each of our hearts. We like paraphrasing Teddy Roosevelt’s quote: ‘I don’t care what you know until I know that you care.’ We’re guessing you’re the same, and we think it’s important that you understand, right at the start of this book, why we both care so profoundly about this cause.


WORKSTYLE STORY

Workstyle story: Lizzie Penny


Mum, entrepreneur, social butterfly, cancer survivor, workstyle campaigner and swimmer

In 2014 I think it would be fair to say I had a bit of an identity crisis. I’d just had my first child (my son, Finn) and had gone from living a harmoniously equal life with my brilliant husband, Nick, to suddenly feeling a bit lost and lonely as a new mum.

In what seemed like an overnight transition, I went from ‘Lizzie: entrepreneur, overachiever, organiser of the group and the friend who never forgets a birthday’ to simply ‘mum’. Doctors, nurses, even people I’d worked with for years, suddenly forgot my actual name and instead used the one I thought only my children would ever call me. Perhaps it was supposed to be a compliment, like a badge of honour for the previous nine months of growing a new life. Don’t get me wrong, I loved and still love being a mum – there is nothing in the world like it for the joy it brings. But being suddenly labelled as only a parent stripped me of everything else that I was and made me into something new and alien to me at the time.

When I started to return to work, there were new challenges. To be clear, when I say ‘return’, I mean opening the door a little bit to dip my toe in the water and slowly build up to three days a week. I was ready to do my job again, but now I also had a family I wanted to look after and I, like so many parents, wanted the perfect mix. The problem was, the world and my particular role weren’t set up to work that way. It felt like the most important meetings were always on the two days a week I wasn’t in the office, and that I was constantly playing ‘catch-up’ compared with all the full-time employees. I felt an immense amount of internalised pressure for not dedicating my entire week to work, despite the fact that I was arguably more committed to my work than ever because I was determined to make both aspects of my life work together.

Knowing what I had to give up in one area of my life in order to make another work brought into sharp focus for me the inequalities that existed in the working world. I’m embarrassed to say I’d been mostly blind to these before having children. I started looking around me for others in a similar situation and, unsurprisingly, realised that, even just within my own circle of ‘mums’, the story was often the same.

There was one friend in particular, an amazingly talented woman, let’s call her Philippa, with a career as an HR consultant. I remember her saying she would give up her hard-fought career and take any job doing anything at all if it meant she could work two days a week and be the mother she wanted to be to her son.

And so, as though I could see for the first time with true clarity, my eyes were opened to inequality in work everywhere and the unbelievable injustice and wasted talent of those who, for whatever reason, couldn’t work 9-to-5, five days a week in an office. So many people were being denied a fulfilling career, just because they couldn’t (or wouldn’t) fit into the 9-to-5 mould. More than that, it just didn’t make sense to me that companies were wilfully excluding such talented people from their workforce.

That’s when Alex and I had a meeting of minds over a few Dark ’n Stormies :cocktail: and the idea of workstyle was born.

The couple of years that followed were a whirlwind of excitement – starting a business to prove workstyle can really work, learning how to be a mum with Finn, barely getting any sleep (on account of the baby), but loving every minute of it.

And then, as if life wasn’t busy enough, I found out I was pregnant with twins! After the initial excitement (and sickness) of it all, we started to have a number of complications with the pregnancy. One of those was twin-to-twin transfusion syndrome, a condition where one foetus receives all of the blood from the shared placenta and the other receives none, putting both twins in serious danger. I had surgery when I was 23 weeks pregnant to laser the placenta as the only hope to save both of their lives.

The nine weeks that followed were like nothing I’d experienced before. I was on bed rest, with a husband at work, a toddler at nursery and two baby girls fighting for their lives inside me. And I felt powerless to do anything about it. It was such an awful, but thankfully brief, period of my life. I was physically exhausted and anxiety-ridden, but workstyle work was my escape for what would otherwise have felt like a very long and lonely time each day. It meant I could rest and give the pregnancy as much of my physical self as I could, but at any point during the day I could choose to open my laptop when I had the energy to escape into my workstyle world of work. I wasn’t pitied or judged, I could choose to share or not share what was going on in my life, and no one was any the wiser that I was lying in bed, with debilitating morning sickness as well as anxiety, and taking a nap when I needed it. In those moments, I couldn’t have been more grateful for workstyle work and the incredible community of workstylers that Alex and I had built – it played such a huge part in getting me through what in many other respects was a truly miserable time. I felt useful, distracted and, in spite of everything, fulfilled.

I will spare you the finer details, but against the odds both our daughters survived. The day Zoe and Megan came home from intensive care and we couldn’t fit the double pram through the front door of our London flat was the day Nick and I agreed that, after years of discussion, we would move out of ‘the big smoke’ to a slightly smaller one – Bristol. We moved across the country without it having any impact on my work life, affording Nick the time to find work – it was exactly what we’d hoped for. Workstyle wins again.

Fast-forward three years to 2020, with three amazing children in tow, our family faced yet another challenge – out of the blue I was diagnosed with breast cancer. To say it was a shock would be an understatement. It was something I was completely unprepared for as a seemingly healthy 38-year-old, and it turned my world upside down.

This next part might not come as news to you, but it did to me: chemotherapy was brutal. It ravaged my body. Name the side effect and I had it. No amount of positive mindset could overcome this one. I’ve never known anything like it. Sometimes the worst part about being hooked up to a machine for five hours watching the drugs pump into my bloodstream was the sense of apprehension, knowing the awfulness that was to come. And again workstyle work was my outlet – I could escape into my digital working world to contribute as much or as little as I felt up to that day or week. It certainly helped to pass the time in the chemotherapy chair, and it also helped the cancer diagnosis not to define me, nor to completely take over my thoughts as I was so determined it wouldn’t. When the radiotherapy started, I changed my workstyle again and Alex and I had a 20-minute chat every day while I drove to the hospital. It gave me something specific to look forward to and filled my head with all sorts of brilliant work stuff, from the taxing to the mundane, to think about during the treatment. When you’re feeling at an all-time low, being alone with your thoughts can be exhausting. Having something to focus on, a positive source of progress, helped me through it one day at a time.

That was February. In March the kids went back to nursery and school, and I was back by myself again, but not really back to myself, so I worked a little bit, giving myself time for counselling and to process everything that had happened in the past year (there was the small matter of a global pandemic in among this mayhem, too, that had meant the family had all been isolating at home for five months). In April my hair started to grow back. A pixie cut was never in my plan but the quick drying time was a definite bonus and helped motivate me to start swimming regularly again.

By May I was ready to look again at my workstyle in order to fit a little more work around my new life and priorities. I talked to Nick, and to Alex, and reflected on how I wanted to divide up my time. I decided that in the morning I would do the school and nursery run, then go for a swim, then tidy the kitchen before starting work (tidy kitchen, tidy mind :woman_in_lotus_position:). On Wednesdays I would spend the day with Megan and on Thursdays be with Zoe. I would work three short days a week, starting at 10.30am and stopping in time to pick up Finn from school, with a bit of tinkering with messages for an hour a couple of evenings a week. The kids are now all at school, and I update my workstyle one school term at a time, adapting as my medication dictates my day, and fitting work around my health and my family. Gradually I am returning to my energetic and eternally optimistic self again.

From the beginning of my workstyle journey, I have always preached that life changes and your workstyle should change with it. But I couldn’t have predicted how dramatically my own life would change over the following few years to really put this to the test.

What started as a way to make work fit around parenting Finn has carried me through having three children, two life-changing illnesses and a move across the country. So many things that, according to society, would have made me a poor fit for a successful and fulfilling career, and yet, thanks to embracing workstyle, I feel like I’m thriving.

[image: Section divider icon indicating the end of a section]




WORKSTYLE STORY

Workstyle story: Alex Hirst


Dad, husband, entrepreneur, mental health advocate, village dweller, workstyle campaigner and occasional magical unicorn

I’ve always been what psychologists would call a ‘highly sensitive person’. My genetics mean that I have a heightened capacity for processing information and can therefore feel everything more deeply. It’s part of what makes me a good leader, helping with planning and decision making from a position of total awareness, but it’s also partly responsible for the emotional overwhelm that caused me to burn out.

Back in 2012 I had a leading role in a start-up creative agency, working ten hours a day and commuting two hours a day, five days a week.

When I look back on it now, I was completely entrenched in presenteeism – the outdated ‘bums on seats’ notion that values time spent ‘at’ work over anything else. I’m ashamed to say that I was one of the people who perpetuated the idea of being present but would soon come to understand the negative impact it can have. I always like to think of myself as someone who leads by example, by actions rather than words. This was no different. I made sure I was the first in and last out of the office, feeling I wasn’t giving everything I could give unless I was in the office for a full 50 hours a week. I could lie and say it was a terrible time, but for the most part it wasn’t. I loved my job and the feeling of importance it gave me. Working in a start-up, I knew that my every action had a direct impact on the business – it fuelled me and I felt I was ‘succeeding’.

Two years later everything changed and I fell out of love with work. I became completely disconnected from what I was doing and a less enjoyable person to be around. I was barely able to string a few words together to answer even a simple question like ‘What shall we have for dinner?’ I became increasingly ambivalent to the highs and lows of life and work. Not even winning the office foosball competition could shift the numb feeling that had replaced my usually heightened emotions.

Having been on fire, I was now burned out.

I still can’t pinpoint why it happened. It might have been that I was too emotionally invested, the flip side of the coin within start-up life. Maybe it was hitting a low after the intense high of marrying my wonderful wife, Sarah. Mostly, though, I think it was that my relationship with work was based on how many hours I spent in the office without really understanding why. Eventually I reached breaking point.

Sarah sat me down one evening to voice her concerns about my work life and my mental health. She said I’d become a ‘shadow of my former self’ – words that have really stuck with me. And she was right.

I had let my relationship with work come before every other relationship in my life. Now that even work wasn’t fulfilling me, I didn’t have a lot left to give. I was detached 24 hours a day, and even a fully switched-off holiday to Spain to escape everything couldn’t rectify my state of mind, as much as Sarah and I both wanted it to. To this day I still can’t tell you much about that holiday. I barely remember it and it’s upsetting to know that during that time I was so detached from the present that I wasn’t forming any actual memory of it.

I came to the realisation that many of my struggles came from my own thoughts about work itself, and in talking it through with Sarah I found that I needed a new psychological contract with work which valued the quality of my output instead of the hours of input. Airing that idea with Lizzie one night in the pub has become one of the most defining moments of my life and was the beginning of what we now campaign for.

In the year that followed, Lizzie and I started Hoxby, a social enterprise where everyone has the complete freedom to choose when and where they work. I felt personally connected to the work we were doing for the first time in a long time. My success was, and continues to be, measured on the number of people working in a workstyle way and living their best lives. The number of hours I spend at my computer now has absolutely no relevance. I’ve found a truly sustainable way to fuel my motivation every day.

Since adopting my own workstyle in 2014, my mental health has improved with every year that has passed. At first it was due to the control I had over my own schedule – I’d never felt as free from pressure or bureaucracy as the first time my workstyle allowed me to go to the dentist on a Tuesday at 2.30. :ouch:

Sarah and I took that freedom of control further towards fulfilling our dreams when we decided to travel the world with our eight-month-old daughter, Olivia. A trip of a lifetime that simply couldn’t have happened without the freedom for me to work while we travelled. Our time in Australia, Singapore and Hong Kong was liberating. To the point that, when we returned, we knew we could take the bold step to uproot our city lives and move from London to the countryside, fulfilling another life ambition to raise our children in the peace of village life, closer to our families.

It was revolutionary for us. Workstyle enabled us to lead a family life that gave each of us the best of each other. I would take Olivia and my son, Tate, to school in the morning and then work until Sarah returned home having picked them up. I chose my workstyle so that I could be available to both of my children; when they were at home, I was at home with them. We would hang out together as a family until they finally went to sleep. I had the time to be their handyman, their man-mountain, their cycling instructor, den builder, paint-brush cleaner and occasionally their magical unicorn friend. It was priceless time spent in the company of my favourite people that many dads simply never get, so I was more than happy to trade it for a little time spent working in the evening.

I am beyond grateful to have been present for every milestone moment that I, like most parents, almost missed out on: their births, their first steps and first words (even if Tate’s was, somewhat disappointingly, ‘Mama’). Together, Sarah and I continuously evolve our workstyles so that we can both continue to enjoy our work while always being available for our kids’ every need – and there are many!

Inspired by our travels with Olivia, we are now planning to use the school holidays to explore the world. Why wait until retirement when we can work from anywhere with wifi and a good cup of coffee, modelling the life we promote every day? Who knows how that will go, especially with two unpredictable young children, but it’s our choice to make and our journey to take, together.

It is ironic that it took a toxic relationship with work for me to realise that the most important things to me are my relationships – with my wife, my children, Lizzie and everyone else around me. I make sure I stick to the workstyle I’ve set for myself so that I can be the best version of myself for them, whether that’s as a present partner who shares an equal load, a friend to talk to, a leader who understands life’s challenges or, on occasion, a magical unicorn.

[image: Section divider icon indicating the end of a section]



Parenting, cancer, travelling, illness, mental health and rural living have all played a role in our workstyle stories. As you will see from the other workstyle stories throughout this book, there are many others with very different but equally impactful changes to their lives that have been helped by having a workstyle of their own.

Hopefully now you can understand why we care so deeply about this subject and are therefore eager to understand what we’ve learned about workstyle along the way. Read on, workstyler…
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