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work

“What should I 
  do with my life?”

Finding the right career path can be difficult, whether you are starting out  
or are a seasoned professional. You might be asking the wrong questions,  
career coach Alastair Creamer tells Ellen Tout. Meanwhile, Martha Roberts 
explains why she has decided to go back to the drawing board with work
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W
 

hy can’t I decide  
what I want to do?’  
– I hear this question 
all the time from  

my friends. I’m fortunate that, aged 26, 
after several years in jobs that were  
not what I really wanted, I found a  
role at Psychologies that plays to my 
strengths and matches my values. 
Many of my friends feel stuck in roles 
they simply fell into. They’ve been to 
university, maybe travelled a bit, had  
a couple of jobs, but now what?  

Figuring this out can be daunting,  
so I spoke to Alastair Creamer, who 
founded Eyes Wide Opened, an 
organisation that provides careers 
courses and coaching. His belief is that 
you have the answers within you and 
simply need to whittle them out. 

A lot of young people feel pressure to 
choose a career, but Creamer believes 
you should stop wondering ‘what do I 
want to do?’ and ask different questions, 
such as: ‘what problems do I want to 
solve?’, ‘what do I really care about?’ 
and  ‘what am I naturally good at?’ 

Joining a club, volunteering, talking 
to friends and trying different hobbies 

could all help you to find your passion. 
Then you can figure out what you need 
to learn to be able to transfer this to 
the workplace. ‘People are much more 
likely to trust and follow you if you 
know your core beliefs,’ says Creamer.  

Try inside-out thinking
As a young child I wanted to be in the 
circus, but I’d never been to one and 
had no idea what it involved. ‘You will 
have seen something out there, maybe 
on TV, and said to yourself “I want to  
do that”,’ Creamer explains. ‘That is 
thinking from the outside-in; you see 
something and want to do it. As a child, 
that’s fine, but as an adult, if you say, “I 
want to be a lawyer because my parents 
are lawyers”, you’re seeing something 
and trying to fit it to who you are.’ 

To understand what career might 
really make you happy, you need to 
switch your way of thinking. ‘As an 
adult you are an extraordinary person 
with a collection of skills, experiences, 
passions and values, so when thinking 
about a career, it needs to be inside-out,’ 
says Creamer. Try drawing a wheel 
with six segments and in each one write 

down your skills, passions, experience, 
character, values and motivators. What 
drives you? What do you look for, in and 
outside of work? Who you are should be 
central to your decision. ‘The great skill 
is in making sense of those experiences 
and understanding what you stand for.’ 

Try to unlock those parts of you  
that you haven’t put down on your CV. 
Remembering all the things that make 
you unique changes your perspective 
to inside-out and prevents you from 
getting stuck in something that you 
then realise isn’t right. 

What are you good at?
Write a list of your skills and ask a 
friend to do one for you, too. First, write 
down your everyday skills – are you 
good at being calm, on time, polite, 
organised? Then focus on your 
personal skills, such as kindness, 
asking questions, giving advice, 
leadership or resilience. You might  
also have creative, sports, language, 
practical, and reflective skills. List  
all of these and include things you  
may previously have overlooked,  
such as telling jokes, yoga, dancing or 
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A second 
bite of the 
cherry
In her late 40s, Martha Roberts 
faces huge upheavals to her 
working life and a pressing need 
to save for retirement. Time for  
a complete rethink, with the help 
of career coach Tim Drake

W   hen I was three, I 
wanted to be a traffic 
warden. After that, my 

career sights were set on nurse, and 
then doctor, before I finally plumped  
for journalist. And when I landed  
my cub reporter job back in 1994,  
I thought that was it for life. No more 
wondering what I’d do when I grew 
up – I was where I wanted to be.

But as I turn 48 this year, this has 
all been thrown into chaos. There 
have been unprecedented changes in 
the job market, as well as my own life 
circumstances – I’m divorced with 
no pension and working part-time as 
a school librarian, as well as writing. 
Should I continue along this path  
or search for pastures new?

Apparently, I’m one of a growing 
number of people from ‘Generation 
Cherry’, a phrase coined by Tim 
Drake in his book of the same name. 
Generation Cherry consists of people 
from their forties to their eighties 
who enjoyed traditional employment 
and low house prices, but now need 
or want to do something different  
to earn money, find their purpose, 
and to lead a more fulfilling life. 

These so-called ‘Second Biters’ 
want another bite of the cherry.  
I know I certainly do. ‘It’s about 
having the freedom to be you and 

making small talk. Be honest with 
yourself: some of these things could 
help shape a new career, but others 
might remain a hobby. ‘When a 
person says to me, for instance,  
“I love photography”, I ask a series of 
questions,’ Creamer says. ‘What’s the 
last exhibition you’ve been to recently? 
Who’s your favourite photographer? 
What camera do you have? If they 
don’t have many full answers, the 
likelihood is that this isn’t a passion for 
them and they’re being unrealistic.’

Find your stretch zone
Try to approach work with a growth 
mindset – that means being open to 
new challenges and putting in effort. 
Creamer talks about three zones: 
comfort, stretch and panic. For most 
people, the stretch zone is the most 
important and should be rich to help 
you feel fulfilled. If your job only sits 
within your comfort zone, then you 
will become bored or demotivated. 
‘Having balance is key,’ Creamer 
adds. ‘You need a place of quiet and 
recovery where you are at ease.

‘However, stretch is where the 
excitement happens and where we 
discover the most about ourselves  
– this is when you are truly living, 
growing, thinking big and challenging 
yourself. Boundaries and knowing 
your panic zone also shapes us, as  
this is where the difficult stuff 
happens, and most of us want to 
retreat or find it too exposing.’ 

When choosing a career, you need  
to feel comfortable but challenged. 
Everyone’s comfort, stretch and panic 
zones will be different sizes and 
feature different tasks. Try to pinpoint 
what drives you to step into your 
stretch or panic zones, and what is  
one step too far. ‘When you’re in  
your stretch zone you should feel 
challenged, but in a good way,’ says 

Creamer. ‘How can you turn 
something that’s safe and in your 
comfort zone into something more 
challenging and meaningful? How can 
an activity in your panic zone become 
more of a stretch and less of a trial?’

Rethink your core role
Creamer also encourages you to 
reassess the things you enjoy. For 
example, I like walking and being 
outside, so I sometimes ask myself  
why I’ve chosen an office-based 
career. But talking to Creamer,  
I realised that I love walking because 
it gives me time to think and reflect. 
This is one of my core skills – I’m a 
listener. This means that in meetings 
I’m likely to take time to pause and 
give rational feedback. Equally, this 
skill feeds into my love of writing  
and sharing people’s stories. 

‘Have a think about what ultimately 
motivates you. This might be a need 
(money, food, health), a circumstance 
(solitude, peace, silence), or an emotion 
(happiness, anxiety, pleasure). We all 
have something,’ says Creamer. Look 
back at your list of skills and talk 
through them with a friend; try not  
to just think literally, but consider 
how the things you enjoy match up  
to different professions. 

Lastly, write a list of how you see 
work now and in five years’ time. Is  
it an adventure, occupation, project, 
pleasure, graft, stepping stone, 
passion, purpose, or means of an 
income? How would it feel to get your 
dream job and does it utilise your  
core role, skills and passions? 
Alastair Creamer is the co-founder of Eyes 
Wide Opened and the director of the creative 
consultancy Creamer and Sundt. To find out more, 
see ewopened.com. Eyes Wide Opened is offering 
one Psychologies reader a free place on its next 
careers coaching weekend in London on 6-7 May. 
Contact letters@psychologies.co.uk by 30 April 
with the subject line ‘EWO’ and tell us why you 
would like a place on the weekend .* Or come to our 
Psychologies event on 3 May. See page 38 for details 
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      It’s about having 
the freedom to be 
you and taking 
advantage of trends 
that might look 
daunting, but with 
the right mental 
approach can be 
turned to your 
advantage

taking advantage of trends that might 
look daunting, but with the right 
mental approach can be turned to  
your advantage,’ says Drake.

Are you ready to change?
So, what is the key to grabbing 
autonomy and thriving in Generation 
Cherry? If I’m going to have my second 
bite, I need to both know and embrace 
this. Drake says that you should cut 
your cloth (‘enlightened thrift’) and 
adopt the four autonomies mindset: 
earning (whether it’s because you need 
to or want to keep in the loop); learning 
(could be a formal course or watching 
TED talks); giving (such as volunteering 
or mentoring); and recharging (mental, 
physical and spiritual). ‘It’s all about 
changing your mindset and this 
involves self-challenging comfortable 
attitudes,’ says Drake. 

He has come up with these five key 
questions for Psychologies readers to 

ask themselves to judge if they’re  
really ready to take the leap towards 
autonomy: 
l Can I accept that it may take time 
and effort to find my purpose? This 
may mean trying several different 
types of work until you get there.
l Can I embrace the challenge of 
getting out of my comfort zone to 
adapt to the new landscape of work?  
For example, this may entail you telling 
yourself ‘I am now a freelancer who is 
looking for work, not a job’.
l How can I structure my life so that  
I can try slices of work that enable me 
to test my way to nailing my purpose? 
This may mean going part-time while 
you try out different roles. 
l What is my weekly programme to 
ensure I am continuously learning 
new insights and skills? Factor in 
time for the ‘learning’ autonomy 
mindset. For example, carve out a 
‘Wisdom Wednesdays’ spot each week.

l How can I discipline myself to 
really embrace change as a genuine 
opportunity, rather than just deal 
with it as an irritation? Time to take a 
deep breath, do a ‘for’ and ‘against’ list 
and really look for the good in change. 

Embracing autonomy
With these in mind, I am seeking new 
ways to earn, learn, give and recharge. 
On the earning front, I’ve created The 
Colour File (thecolourfile.com), a blog 
about my lifelong love of colour, while 
for ‘Wisdom Wednesdays’ I’m taking a 
college course to learn new design and 
layout skills. The giving side of things 
entails working one day a week doing 
casework for an MP, and to recharge I 
go running every few days and put it on 
Strava to discipline myself into doing it! 

As a result of going through Drake’s 
questions, I have also decided to say 
goodbye to my library salary and go 
entirely freelance. I’m starting to see 
that my true path to fulfilment lies in 
grabbing autonomy by the scruff of the 
neck and going for it. I’ve set the wheels 
in motion (I don’t think ‘traffic warden’ 
figures in my future) and will report 
back. Watch this space…
@the_colour_file
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