
303A toolkit for changing gear – exercises for you to do   

WHAT DID YOU DO AT WORK AND WHY? 

This exercise will help you get at some of the deeper motiva-
tions behind what you have enjoyed doing in your work. It 
consists of a series of questions. Firstly, what exactly did you 
do at work? What did you spend your time on? Secondly,  
how did you go about that? Then, thirdly, why are these things 
important to you? Digging into this third question will identify 
the deeper motivational themes that made your work fulfilling. 
We have given you some examples to get you started. When 
you have completed the whole exercise, think about how you 
can fulfil these underlying motivations in the future.

How to complete this exercise

In your notebook, draw a table with headings like the one on 
the next page. Begin with the first question: ‘What did I do at 
work?’ Briefly note your answers in the top box of the left-
hand column. Use short phrases, for example ‘advised clients’, 
‘prepared reports’, or ‘organised my staff’. Answer quickly, 
without a lot of thought. Don’t be afraid to repeat yourself, 
but try to dig deeper as you do so.

Next, ask yourself, ‘How did I do that?’ For example, ‘by 
understanding what they needed’, ‘by analysing the nature of 
the problem’, or ‘by helping them synchronise their activities’. 
Briefly note your answer in the second box in the left-hand 
column. 

Now, ask yourself, ‘And how did I do that?’ For example, 
‘by listening and asking questions’, ‘by using root cause anal-
ysis’, ‘by resolving conflict between them’. Briefly note your 
answers in the third box in the left-hand column.

Finally, ask yourself once again, ‘And how did I do that?’. 
For example, ‘by tuning into what’s important to them’, ‘by 
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304 CHANGING GEAR

What did I do at work?

• Advised clients

• 

• 

• 

Why is that important to me?

• I enjoy complex problems

• 

• 

• 

How did I do that?

• By understanding the problem 

• 

• 

• 

And why is that important to me?

• To understand root causes

• 

• 

• 

And how did I do that?

• By listening and asking 

questions

• 

• 

• 

And why is that important to me?

• It plays to my strengths

• 

• 

• 

And how did I do that?

• By understanding what’s 

important to them

• 

• 

• 

And why is that important to me?

• It made my client successful

• 

• 

• 

And how did I do that?

• Being of practical relevance to 

people

• 

• 

• 

And why is that important to me?

• Helping people achieve their 

aspirations

• 

• 

• 
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305A toolkit for changing gear – exercises for you to do   

understanding the fundamental issues’, ‘by helping people 
communicate better with each other’. Write your answers in 
the final box in the left-hand column. This last ‘how’ may be 
difficult to answer, but try it in order to get at the deeper moti-
vations for your work.

The left side of the chart now contains a short description 
of what you did, followed by your three ‘How did I do that?’ 
responses. Before you move on, read it over and look for pat-
terns in what you have written. Note any themes that have 
emerged.

Now go back to your answer to the first question: ‘What 
did I do at work?’. Turn to the right-hand column and ask 
yourself, ‘Why is that important to me?’ Note your brief 
response in the top box in the right-hand column. Do this 
quickly. Notice any feelings it evokes.

Now look at what you have written in the second box 
of the left-hand column. Again, ask yourself, ‘Why is that 
important to me?’ Note your response in the second box of 
the right-hand column. 

Do the same for what you have written in the third and 
final boxes, writing your answers in the right-hand column. 

Now take a look at what you have written on the right-
hand side of the page. Do you see any patterns? Note any 
themes that have emerged. Did you have any strong feelings 
while doing this? If so, what were they? 

Now try a comparison. How did all that you wrote, 
thought, and felt for the ‘why’ questions compare to your 
responses to the ‘how’ questions? The ‘hows’ tend towards 
the methodologies, the practices, the tasks involved in getting 
work done. The ‘whys’ more often lead to the reasons for 
work, its deeper meaning, the aspirations that lie behind it. 
This can give us an idea of the underlying purposes of our lives. 
Most people find the ‘hows’ easier to think about and talk 

9781472277008_Changing_Gear_V5.indd   3059781472277008_Changing_Gear_V5.indd   305 18/12/2020   10:1218/12/2020   10:12

Hea
dli

ne
 H

om
e 

Not 
for

 re
sa

le 
or 

qu
ota

tio
n



306 CHANGING GEAR

about with others; the ‘whys’ seem to lead in a more personal 
direction. The ‘hows’ tend to take us deeper into the present 
and past; the ‘whys’ move us towards the future.

HOW DO YOU RESPOND TO FAILURE?

First, think of a past failure. How did you respond to it? Did 
you ask for help? Could you have? Were you overly concerned 
about what other people might think?

Now reflect on how these attitudes might be getting in the 
way and causing a fear of failure when it comes to the new 
challenges of the Third Life. 

Instead of responding in your habitual ways, what could 
you do differently this time? Be compassionate towards your-
self. Allow yourself to ask for help, rather than worrying about 
what other people might think. In fact, ask them what they 
think – it’s rarely what you anticipate and generally they will 
be more generous and understanding of you than you are of 
yourself.

COLLECT FEEDBACK ON YOURSELF

Although this is a rather scary idea, finding out how others 
see you can help you identify activities that you are good at. 
And as we have explained, as far as the rest of the world is 
concerned, you are simply the impact you have on others. 
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