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Introduction

In March 2020, the world shut down. The appearance of Covid-19 forced companies across the globe to close their doors and send their employees home. Businesses were given a choice: let your employees work from home or close. Strangely enough, even those that had spent the previous decade protesting that home working simply wasn’t possible in their industry, found a way to adapt. And so those of us who were used to an office-based nine-to-five suddenly found ourselves at our kitchen table, laptop at the ready, desperately hoping our broadband connection could cope with the entire street doing their Monday morning status meeting via Zoom.

Perhaps at the beginning of lockdown it might have been assumed that, as the crisis passed, we would all return to our old working lives, but the longer it went on the less likely it looked. Employees realized that actually not having a commute to an office each day made for a more enjoyable working life. They spent more time with their families and, without the constant water-cooler distractions, they actually managed to get more done. And businesses began to realize that if they could harness the power of home working, not only could they make their staff happier but they could also cut down on the money being spent on expensive offices. There’s nothing like the prospect of cutting costs and increasing profits to make a previously untenable idea seem attractive.

So, we all worked it out as we went along. Everyone learned how to use the technology they’d previously avoided, meetings went virtual and the world kept turning. But in the midst of all of this, the bedrock of office life fundamentally shifted and you probably realized you were going to need different skills and to update the way you thought about your career if you wanted both to get ahead and achieve the holy grail of ‘work-life balance’. Well in this book, I want to help you do just that.

The longer lockdown went on, the more fans home working started to accumulate. Bosses who had previously doubted their team’s commitment realized that productivity was up. Men who had assumed that career success meant sacrificing a family life spent proper time with their kids and decided they liked it. I know one manager who had previously refused to let his team work from home for so much as a morning: two months in lockdown had him swearing they’d never return to the office. Of course, people with caring responsibilities faced more challenges. For those people with children who suddenly found themselves having to balance two full-time jobs, the one they were being paid for and the unpaid teaching role that suddenly came their way, it might have felt as though working from home was an impossibility. And for some of us who thrive off the interaction with others, being isolated and away from our colleagues knocked both our confidence and our enthusiasm. If you found your motivation fell off a cliff during the lockdown period then don’t fear, not only are you not alone in this but working from home during a global crisis is NOT the same as working from home in calmer times.

The reality is that given a choice I suspect most of us would want a mix of office time and working remotely. We know that commuting is painful and expensive but sometimes it’s worth it to spend time with your colleagues, get away from that pile of ironing and remember that you’re part of something bigger than your own living room. Equally, there is nothing like the peace and quiet of a house to yourself when you need to get a project finished, nor the joy of taking a bath at 2pm because you’ve blazed through your to-do list and nobody will know whether you’re still sitting at your desk for the rest of the day or not. And now, with the dubious help of a global pandemic, we have a chance to make that way of life a permanent reality.

The future for work won’t be as simple as either being constantly present in the office or always working from home. The options and variations will be endless. Perhaps you’ll be remote working – working for an organization but not in the town or country where they are headquartered. You might do flexi-hours, part-time or compressed hours. I suspect that more and more of us will find ourselves working several jobs at once, whether that’s as part of the gig economy or with a ‘proper’ job and a side hustle, or simply two or more part-time jobs blended together.

However you dreamed your working life would look when you were young and hopeful, now is the time when you might actually be able to make it happen. So what are you waiting for? Well, if you’re anything like I was back when I was working five days a week in an office, then you’re probably worried about the impact that working from home could have on your career. There’s that nagging fear that if we work from home we’ll either be seen as slacking or it will be a case of ‘out of sight, out of mind’. I firmly believe we can have it all. We can, and in fact we need to design a working life that fits our own preferences and we can climb the career ladder while we do it. And in this book I’m going to show you how.

Planning your career while WFH does pose challenges. For a start there is the simple fact that if you’re at home more than you’re in the office, it can feel like you’re the only one steering your career. You have to go out of your way to find mentors and ask for feedback, because those quick ‘catch-up at the coffee machine’ moments just don’t happen. And if you can’t instantly see what your colleagues and peers are up to, or how they’re progressing their careers, then it becomes difficult to know how to benchmark your own. In reality, this lack of information can actually be to our advantage. Rather than mapping our career in comparison to others, we have the opportunity to focus on what really excites and drives us, and to figure out how we can get more of that in our working lives. Through this book you’ll learn how to plan out your career moves so that not only do you climb the ladder and increase your salary but you also maximize the time you spend doing the stuff you love and are good at.

We’ll also look at the practicalities of working from home. You might have made it work while lockdown was happening but balancing a laptop on the arm of your sofa while your flatmates host video calls around you or your toddler demands attention is hardly the ideal long-term working environment. So in this book I’ll explain how to carve out space for a home office (even if you’re crammed into the smallest room of the house), how to manage your IT/wifi/video call dramas and the simple steps you can take to manage those colleagues who believe out of sight is out of mind. In particular, I’ll look at the challenges facing parents – where home is also the office, nursery and sanctuary.

The first step to building a career you love is engaging the help of other people, something that can be hard to do when your nearest colleague is the cat. But remote working doesn’t have to mean remote relationships. Whether it’s building connections through a Zoom call, using social media to develop your network or finding a mentor without ever meeting them face to face, I want to show you all the ways it’s possible to grow your support team without leaving your house. As someone who previously used to get through networking events on a combination of wine and the promise of a takeaway when I got home if I talked to at least five people, moving my networking online has been eye-opening. For a start it requires much less time and judiciously employing the line, ‘I don’t know about you but I’ve had my fill of Zoom for the week, shall we do an old-fashioned phone call?’ can let you create life-changing connections whilst in your pyjamas.

If you really want to thrive while working from home you need to find your networks and cherish them, not only so you can build your career but also so that you can protect your mental health. This also involves learning how to create boundaries around your work so that you’re actually working from home and not accidentally living at work. I know far too many people who thought working at home was the way to bring some balance into their lives and instead found themselves still answering emails while they were getting ready for bed. If we want to create a WFH revolution then we need to avoid these potential pitfalls and I’m going to bring you the best ways to set up a routine, define your limits and communicate all of this with your boss.

And what about if you are the boss? Well, this book is here for you too. Managing people is the hardest part of any job but it’s made much harder when you can’t look those people directly in the eye. So we’ll discuss how to hold appraisals, allocate work and give feedback – good or bad – to a team who might be based all around the globe. I’ve spoken to managers at some of the biggest companies in the world, as well as those with just a few employees, to find the best ways to build a high-performing team no matter where they are. By the end of this book you’ll know how to build a team culture without the need for after-work drinks and you’ll have addressed some of your own unconscious beliefs around what makes a good employee too.

This book is designed to be a guide for you as you work your way through your career. Some parts of it might be more useful to you now than others but my wish is that you keep coming back to it, using it to adapt and refine your working life until you have created the one that works best for you. As an ambitious extrovert who loves working from home, I want to make sure we can all shape our working lives so that they work best for us, without our choices impacting our career trajectory. As Hillary Clinton said, ‘It is past time for women to take their rightful place, side by side with men, in the rooms where the fates of peoples, where their children’s and grand-children’s fates, are decided.’ Today those rooms are in our own homes, and we deserve to be heard there. So, let’s get started.
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