Making a Living,
Making a Life
Contemporary Narratives of Work,
Vocation and Meaning

Submitted by
Sara James B.W.C. (hons.)

A thesis submitted in total fulfilment
Of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

School of Social Sciences
Faculty of Humanities
La Trobe University
Bundoora, Victoria 3086
Australia
April, 2011

“Without work, all life goes rotten.
But when work is soulless, life stifles and dies.”
Albert Camus

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Summary

3

Statement of Authorship

5

Acknowledgements

7

1- Introduction

9

2- Setting the Scene

21

3- “The Buzz”

37

4- “In a Good Place”

61

5- “Old-fashioned” Vocation

75

6- “Making a Difference”

89

7- “Better the Devil You Know”

111

8 -“Flexibility” and “Lifestyle”

127

9- “The Dream”

147

10- Jack

163

11- Reflections, Analysis and Conclusions

169

Notes

187

Appendices

195

Bibliography

203

SUMMARY

This thesis is about the significance of work in a Western metropolis—
Melbourne. It uses in-depth interviews with workers of different ages and across a
broad range of occupations. The research is set in the context of a debate which
focuses on whether work has become less central than it once was. Some
sociologists argue that because work has been bureaucratized, casualized and
fragmented, individuals may be looking to other areas of life to provide meaning.
The study is also informed by the argument that the West is experiencing a
crisis of meaning, that, in today’s secular society, individuals are finding it
difficult to answer the critical question of: 'How shall I live my life?' Some have
argued that work is the answer. Max Weber suggested that, in our disenchanted
world, the best way to meet the 'demands of the day' is to find a 'calling' and
pursue it with passionate devotion. However, does this idea still compel? Do
individuals today still expect to find vocation? And furthermore, do they continue
to feel the presence of a guilt-inducing work ethic?
Taking Studs Terkel’s Working (1974) as a model, the core chapters of
this thesis present narrative case-studies composed from the interviews. An
analysis follows, leading into a conclusion which considers whether the picture of
work that emerges from this thesis is comparable to those outlined by social
theorists such as Richard Sennett and Zygmunt Bauman. The conclusion also
considers whether Weber’s “Protestant ethic” continues to drive individuals to
dedicate themselves to what they consider to be their calling.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction
In the early 1970s a Chicago disk-jockey travelled around the United States
talking to hundreds of individuals about their work. His name was Studs Terkel.
The stories were published as the book Working: People Talk About What They
Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do (1974). i Working received
much critical acclaim. As Adam Cohen puts it, the book is “… a path breaking
exploration of what Mr. Terkel described as ‘the extraordinary dreams of ordinary
people’” (Cohen in Terkel, 1974: x). The book is, in essence, a collection of
portraits. Terkel’s skill is in selecting the most revealing parts of his interviews to
create memorable characters. There is Delores Dante the waitress who sees every
shift as a performance, “Lovin’ Al the Wizard” who can park any car in one
swing, and Carl Murray Bates, the mason who dreams all day about stone.
According to Terkel, Working is about a search “for daily meaning as well as
daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in
short, for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.”
Amidst considerable discontent, a number of his interviewees had been able to
find meaning in their work “well over and beyond the reward of the paycheck”
(Terkel, 1974: xi). Other than his comments in the introduction, Terkel offers little
interpretation of the interviews. He composes his stories in such way that they
speak for themselves. Although the book does not follow a scientific method, it is
widely admired amongst sociologists and has become one of the most influential
studies of work and what it means to people.
This thesis follows Terkel’s model, though on a more modest scale. It
uses the narratives of twenty-two working Melburnians to create a picture of work
today. It aims, like Terkel, to find out how people feel about their work and
whether or not it plays a central role in creating a meaningful life.
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DEBATES, QUESTIONS AND AIMS

The research is set in the context of a debate that focuses on whether work has
become less significant in the lives of contemporary individuals. As outlined in
the following chapter, some theorists have argued that work has become less
central due to increased rationalization, and the uncertainty of fragmented careers.
In this situation, they suggest, individuals may start looking to other areas of life,
like consumption, to provide meaning.
The study is also informed by the argument that there is a crisis of
meaning in the modern West, that in our disenchanted, secular society individuals
are struggling to decide how to live. Max Weber argued that the best way to live
in modernity, to meet, as he calls it, the “‘demands of the day,’” was to dedicate
yourself to a calling and pursue it devotedly: to find vocation (Weber in Gerth and
Mills, 1991: 156). However, now that the norm is for the individual to experience
several career changes during their time in the workforce, is this still possible? Is
vocation something that contemporary individuals aspire to? Do they still feel
driven to be productive by an enduring work ethic? These are the kinds of
questions this research will address.
While these debates provided guiding questions for the research, its focus
was not limited to their concerns. It aimed, like Terkel, to allow people to talk
about how they feel about their work and to document it. Terkel is often described
as a documentarian or an oral historian. Though he writes on varied topics, from
music to war, the common thread in his work is his intention to record the
testimony of “ordinary” people. After investigating urban life in Division Street:
America (1967) and capturing the voices of the great depression in Hard Times
(1970), Terkel’s next project was suggested by his editor Andre Schiffrin (Terkel,
1974: xix). In Working, Terkel wanted to give a voice to American workers,
particularly those rarely heard from. Thus, in deciding who he would interview,
Terkel decided to exclude, amongst others, doctors, politicians and journalists,
since he felt that “their articulateness and expertise offered them other forums”
(Terkel, 1974: xxi). Rather than setting out to answer particular questions,
10

Terkel’s aim was simply to talk to people about their work and see what themes
emerged. My research shares this aim, the interviews did not follow a tight script
and the focus of the questions was broad, allowing participants to influence the
direction of discussion.

METHODOLOGY

From the outset, it was clear that the thesis needed a research method that could
pose questions which would elicit more than simple “yes” or “no” answers from
participants. In order to capture the reasoning behind responses, to have the
opportunity to request clarification, to be able to ask spontaneous questions and
change to different avenues of enquiry; it was evident that the research had to be
qualitative. As Judith Brett and Anthony Moran, who conducted a qualitative
study of Australians’ political views, argue, the problem with using a quantitative
method for this sort of research is that “Quantitative methods, even as they stream
and sort, also homogenise. Voices are turned into numbers, and the reasoning, the
hesitations, the moral inflection, the emotional colour all disappear into tables of
figures” (Brett & Moran, 2006: 4). Similarly, Belinda Probert and Fiona
Macdonald, who conducted a qualitative study on the significance of work in the
1990s, suggest that the value of this type of research “lies in its ability to allow the
complexity of people’s experiences and aspirations to be recognised, together
with its ability to get beneath people’s attitudes to the needs, values and
opportunities which have shaped them” (Probert & Macdonald, 1996: 10). They
decided that in order to access the kind of information they wanted, it was
necessary to “talk to people at some length, in a relatively unstructured format”
(Probert & Macdonald, 1996: 7). They chose to conduct small focus group
discussions rather than individual interviews, which they felt participants could
experience as “somewhat intrusive or overly personal” (Probert & Macdonald,
1996: 7). Focus groups, they thought, would allow individuals to share
experiences and ideas, and would perhaps encourage reflection. While there are
indeed benefits to using the focus group method, it was not appropriate for my
research since, inspired by Terkel, I had already decided on presenting the stories
11

of the participants as individual narratives. There was some concern, as Probert
and Macdonald note, that in-depth interviews might seem intrusive to participants;
however, having read Terkel’s study and seen the kind of insights he was able to
glean from his subjects, I knew that it would be possible to get people to “open
up”.
Terkel is renowned for being an excellent interviewer, but I would suggest
that it is not only Terkel’s skill that makes the interviews in Working so
successful: it is also the topic of discussion. Work is both serious, of entire lifesignificance, and a non-threatening subject of conversation, impersonal enough to
ask anyone to talk about. In trying to find something to chat about with a distant
relation or a stranger at a party, work is the “safe” option. An interview about
work can, of course, become personal, but this is only after the ice has been
broken by unobtrusive, “everyday” questions. People are used to talking about
their work, whether they are complaining about its frustrations or telling a
humorous story. In fact, I think it is fair to say that what makes this thesis possible
as a study of what is meaningful to people is that asking about work is a nonintrusive way of getting to deeper issues of hopes, fears, motivations and values.
The people I interviewed did not seem to have their guard up. One or two said that
they found it strange to talk about themselves, but the majority seemed happy to
have the opportunity to discuss their work. ii Promised anonymity in one-on-one
conversations, the participants talked about personal details in a way that could
not happen in a group discussion.
The downside of this approach is that with a smaller sample you lose the
generalizability of a more representative quantitative study. That said, it is
nonetheless possible for studies like this to be indicative of broader concerns.
Terkel’s work is admired for the way he captures “‘variousness as it gets
embodied in human particularity’” (Coles in Oder, 2000: 249). As he describes his
interviewees, ‘“They’re ordinary but they speak for others”’ (Terkel in Oder,
2000: 252). Similarly, when recording Australians’ political views, Brett and
Moran were able to demonstrate “both the individuality of each person’s ideas and
experience, and also their representativeness or typicality” (Brett & Moran, 2006:
9).
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While following Terkel’s approach, I cannot emulate the scope of his
research. Working contains over a hundred interviews, not counting those that did
not make the cut for the book. Such an undertaking was simply too ambitious
given that the narratives presented here are far longer than Terkel’s. As well as
describing the participants’ current employment, they also cover their work
history, often going back to childhood. They are about making a living in order to
learn how this contributes to making a life. In explaining the factors that
influenced career choices, participants often needed to talk about the influence of
family, friendships, relationships, beliefs and values, and self-development. The
focus is broader than Terkel’s; the narratives are not life histories but they are
more biographical than those he presents. I also go further than Terkel in
providing a sociological analysis of the interviews I conducted. The aim is to
examine how the picture of work that emerges from the interviews compares with
that proposed by contemporary theorists.

THE INTERVIEWS

Terkel describes himself as a “prospector” heading into uncharted territory,
hoping to find “gold” when embarking on the interview process (Terkel in Grele,
1975: 31). My “prospecting” took place in and around Melbourne. It began in
January 2007. All but one of the interviews were conducted by June 2008; the
final one in April 2009. iii Melbourne is the capital city of the state of Victoria. It is
the nation’s second most populous city with around four million residents.
There have been considerable changes in the composition of the Australian
workforce in the past two decades. There has been an increase in women’s
employment, mostly in part-time work. In 1979, 40% of Australian women iv were
working, which had increased to 53% by 2004 (ABS, 2006). The proportion of
Australians, both women and men, working part-time has also increased from
20% of the workforce in 1988-89 to 29% by 2008-09 (ABS, 2010). v In terms of
skill level, almost one in five Australian workers are employed as professionals,
making it the nation’s largest occupational group. Job growth has been far greater
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in skilled than unskilled occupations. Over the five years to February 2010,
employment growth at the two highest skill levels has accounted for almost 70%
of new jobs, while growth at the lowest skill level has accounted for only 2%
(DEEWR, 2010). vi A further change is that Australians are working longer hours.
Average weekly hours worked have increased for both male and female, part-time
and full-time workers; nearly two hours per week between 1985 and 2005 (ABS,
2006). vii
In deciding whom I would interview for this study, I aimed for diversity of
age, gender and occupation. viii Eight of the participants were in their twenties, five
men (a call centre debt collector, an information technology support technician, a
paramedic and a real estate agent), and three women (a retail assistant, a
cosmetics sales consultant and an accountant). Six were in their thirties, two men
(a research manager and a fitness consultant) and four women (an administrative
assistant, a call centre technical specialist, a lawyer and a project manager). Three
participants were in their forties, one man (a paramedic) and two women (a cruise
manager and a retail coordinator). There were also three participants in their
fifties, two men (an electrician and a truck driver) and a woman (social worker).
One participant, a woman, was sixty (a school teacher) and had recently retired.
Finally there was a seventy year-old man who was still working as a singer (see
Appendix 1 for a list of ages, genders and occupations as well as pseudonyms). ix
Recruitment was via social networks and snowball sampling. In trying to
recruit participants, I sometimes asked my contacts whether they knew anyone in
a certain occupation; in other instances I told them about the aims of the project
and they would say “You have to talk to X”, which led me to interview people in
occupations I had not previously anticipated. As Terkel describes it, the
recruitment process for this type of research is in reality guided by “‘hunch,
circumstance, and a rough idea’” (Terkel in Oder, 2000: 251). He found that
“Choices were in many instances arbitrary.” (Terkel, 1974: xxi). So the sample
was purposive, not representative. Which interview actually took place was, to a
certain extent, up to chance and the enthusiasm of the participant. Many leads
went nowhere, phone calls were not returned, plans were cancelled, or a mutually
convenient time could not be arranged. Other interviews just fell into place.
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After initial contact was made with a potential interviewee, either by
phone or email, they were sent an information sheet (see Appendix 2). If they
agreed to participate, an interview was organized at a convenient location. Most
took place at the home or workplace of the participant and a number were
conducted at a nearby public venue (café or restaurant). One interview was
recorded at La Trobe University and a few at my own home. Some of the
participants I met with only once, others on two or three occasions. These sessions
varied in length, some lasting around an hour, others stretching past two. When it
came to starting the interview, Terkel had a strategy for breaking the ice. He
would pretend to have trouble with the tape recorder and ask the person he was
talking to for help. This was a clever way of positioning himself as an equal,
prompting his subject to conclude “‘This guy is not special. He’s like me’”
(Terkel in Grele, 1975: 36). I did not have such a deliberate device, although
perhaps a similar angle. My approach was, “I know nothing about your job [which
in most cases was accurate], fill me in, educate me.”
As explained above, the interviews were in-depth and informal. While I
had a list of questions to guide me in each interview (see Appendix 3), this was
merely a starting point and I did not ask everyone the same questions. What I
asked about was to some extent determined by the person’s occupation. As the
study went on, I discovered that there were particular questions which were
always effective. One was to ask the interviewee to run me through a standard day
at work. I found this led to avenues of enquiry I would not otherwise have thought
to pursue. Another winning question, something of a “classic” in researching job
satisfaction, was to ask participants whether they would continue to work if they
won the lottery and why. The responses to this question get to crux of what it is
about work that matters, in ways that quantitative studies cannot.
Although I tried to guide the discussion to topics I was interested in, often
it was dominated by what the interviewee wanted to discuss. For instance, an
interview with an accountant was largely taken up with a discussion of how badly
she had been treated by her employers. She was angry and wanted to vent her
frustration, so that was what we talked about. I soon learnt that not having to quiz
the participant was a positive sign. As Daniel Bertaux notes, good interviews are
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often those where the interviewee takes control and talks freely (Bertaux, 1981:
39). Once the interview is underway, Terkel’s advice is to listen attentively,
which, he suggests, increases the chances of the interviewer picking up on “‘the
phrase that explodes’” (Terkel in Grele, 1975: 12). This occurs when an
interviewee makes a comment that reminds the interviewer of something she has
read, an idea she is interested in exploring, leading to new areas of discussion
rather than following a pattern, the interview becoming improvisational. So in a
way, “it’s jazzy” (Terkel in Grele, 1975: 12).
After each interview I would take some hurried notes, recording my initial
impressions and details of the scene. Then, usually within a week, I would
transcribe the parts of the interview I thought necessary. I decided early on that
full transcription was not worth the time required as there were often lengthy
interludes which had either gone off topic or would not be needed. Later, if it
became apparent that things not transcribed were important, I went back to the
tapes. It was at the transcription stage that I gave participants a pseudonym, x also
making sure to remove any details that could be used to identify them.

COMPOSITION AND STRUCTURE

The next step was to compose narratives from the interview material, deciding for
each interview which were the crucial elements of the story and what could be left
out, which quotations to use in full and which to paraphrase. Continuing with his
prospector metaphor, Terkel calls this editing stage “‘mining for gold’” (Terkel in
Oder, 2000: 252). For each of his books, he took three months leave from his
radio job and “edited at home in his bathrobe” (Oder, 2000: 252).
Once the narratives were formed, I had to design an organizational
structure to present the stories in a logical way that would avoid typecasting the
participants. I ruled out breaking up the narratives to make thematic chapters as
this risked creating “ yet another vox-pop montage” (Brett & Moran, 2006: 4). It
would also have defeated the purpose of collecting narratives that could be read as
individual case studies, of attempting to emulate Terkel by creating a collection of
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portraits. I therefore decided to delay the bulk of the thematic analysis, confining
it to a separate chapter. I experimented with including in each narrative an
interpretation of the participant’s story with reference to the arguments of
contemporary theorists. This was not successful. The result was clumsy, the
references to the theories interfering with the flow of the narrative. I opted to
introduce debates about the role of work in a chapter prior to the presentation of
the narratives, and then to consider their relationship in the conclusion. This
allowed the narratives to remain uninterrupted but also gave the reader the
opportunity to formulate an interpretation of the stories before I offered my own
reading.
Having decided to present the interview material as complete narratives,
the next stage was to work out an effective way of organizing them that would go
further than simply presenting them one after another. Terkel groups his
interviews, albeit quite loosely, by occupation: he has a section called ‘Working
the Land’ another called ‘The Sporting Life.’ In a large study like his the structure
works, but it was not appropriate for this thesis. Others who have done this kind
of research have also struggled with the task of organizing the interviews. Po
Bronson, a journalist, interviewed people about the search for vocation. Putting
the interviews together to form the book What Should I Do With My Life? (2002),
Bronson found himself sketching a new outline of groupings each week: “Most
people had fair claim to several groups. Too many never fit any” (Bronson, 2002:
xix). He also saw the danger of over-simplifying to fit his themes: “the benefits of
categorization were outweighed by the harm in chopping their lives down to an
anecdote” (Bronson, 2002: xix). He settled on an arrangement based on the central
concern of his research: the obstacles people face in finding a vocation. Thus his
stories are organized, not by occupational type, but by the kind of “stumbling
blocks” each person faced in their search for a calling (Bronson, 2002: xix). He
has chapters called “Know Thyself” and “Destination Vs. Journey”.
After considering many different arrangements, like Bronson, I decided to
return to the core concern of my study, the significance of work in the lives of my
interviewees. I arranged the interviews along a spectrum of the priority given to
work in their lives (in effect, from ‘live to work’ to ‘work to live’). I then grouped
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them into clusters, which formed chapters. Although each chapter would consider
the similarities between the participants, this was not to categorize them.
Narratives were grouped together because they had an element in common, but
there would also be significant differences between them. This allowed me to
compare and contrast— to begin the analysis, which I then take further at the end
of the thesis. To reiterate, this arrangement was not about typecasting, but
providing a logical way of presenting the material to the reader that went beyond a
sequence of disconnected stories. At the end of each of the narrative chapters
there is a section called “Review” where I summarise each of the narratives and
consider their differences and similarities. I also make connections between
individuals whose stories are presented in different chapters, but this I have
confined to endnotes; again, so as not disrupt the flow of the narrative.

OUTLINE

Preceding the narratives is a chapter entitled “Setting the Scene”. This chapter
provides a context for the interviews. It introduces Weber’s ideas on vocation and
the work ethic and outlines contemporary debates about the significance of work.
The eight narrative chapters that follow present the stories of each of the
interviewees almost as case studies, interpreting them in their individuality.
Chapter Three, “‘The Buzz’”, focuses on three interviewees who find their work
addictive. Chapter Four, “‘In a Good Place’”, follows the stories of two
interviewees who struggled to find work that could provide fulfilment. Chapter
Five, “‘Old-fashioned’ Vocation”, presents the narratives of two interviewees who
see their work as a calling. In Chapter Six “‘Making a Difference’”, the four
interviewees each hope that their work is improving the lives of others. Chapter
Seven, “‘Better the Devil You Know’”, introduces three interviewees who had
experienced considerable difficulties in their work but thought that they should
remain committed to their chosen occupations. In Chapter Eight, “‘Flexibility’
and ‘Lifestyle’”, the four narratives are concerned with career changes and
work/life balance. And in Chapter Nine, “‘The Dream’”, three interviewees,
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dissatisfied with their current employment, discuss their future aspirations.
Finally, in Chapter Ten, we meet “Jack” whose attitude toward work meant that
he was not a good fit in any of the previous chapters. Chapter Eleven, “Work
Today: Reflections, Analysis & Conclusions”, considers the interviews as a
whole, drawing out common themes and examining what they say about the
significance of work in the contemporary West. It also explores whether the
picture of work that emerges from the interviews fits that outlined by social
theorists.
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CHAPTER TWO

Setting the Scene
From the Work Ethic and Vocation to
Flexibility, Uncertainty and Drift
In Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1878) one of the central characters, Levin, meditates
on the role of work. An intellectual aristocrat isolated on his estate, Levin spends
the majority of his time before marriage studying the principles of farming. His
work, Tolstoy suggests, was a “salvation from life for him…. without it his life
would have been too bleak” (Tolstoy, 2000: 483). Still, there is something Levin
is lacking. Watching the peasants labouring in the fields, singing and working
together, he envies their “healthy merriment” and community (Tolstoy, 2000:
275). After joining them in the fields one day to help with the mowing he even
considers renouncing his “utterly needless education” to find work that could
provide the “satisfaction, repose and dignity” he painfully lacks (Tolstoy, 2000:
276). The right work, he feels, would bring him purpose and respect. At this stage,
the role of work for Levin is to provide meaning and dignity. After he marries his
beloved Kitty everything changes. Suddenly it is love that Levin relies upon. Kitty
for him now symbolises “all the light and meaning of life” (Tolstoy, 2000: 277).
After the honeymoon period, Levin begins to realise that his work is still
important. He is not disappointed in married life. On the contrary, he finds his
marriage brings him such lightness that work becomes a necessary contrast: “so
that the world would not be so uniformly bright” (Tolstoy, 2000: 483). Happily
married, work becomes a necessary balance, a dark contrast to his bright leisure.
Later, on learning that his brother will die, and struck by his own insignificance in
the face of death, Levin sees his work as a distraction from the meaninglessness of
existence. “You spend your life”, he insists, “diverted by hunting or work in order
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not to think about death” (Tolstoy, 2000: 376). Work, he feels, is merely a
necessary diversion.
It was reading Anna Karenina that prompted my interest in work as a topic
for research. I was considering my career options and was more impressed by
Levin’s musings on work than Anna’s tragic fate. Similarly Terkel, while
conducting his research for Working, went to see the film Last Tango in Paris;
what he saw was not a study of redemption or self-discovery or whatever critics
saw but “a study of an actor at work” (Terkel, 1974: xv). Becoming aware of my
own preoccupation with work and its significance in the lives of individuals, in
some sense forced my choice of a research topic. A task had presented itself.
The purpose of this chapter is to provide some context for the narratives
and analysis that follow. It is not intended to be a literature review, nor a history
of work. It aims only to “set the scene”. i Beginning with Max Weber, it introduces
the concepts of vocation and the work ethic, then briefly considers the persistence
of these ideas in popular culture. This leads to a discussion of debates about the
significance of work in the lives of contemporary individuals, concentrating on
the arguments of Zygmunt Bauman and Richard Sennett. While there has been
much written on the changing significance of work in recent years, I have limited
the discussion to a consideration of the ideas of these two theorists, one reason
being that they argue that the changes have serious and profound consequences
for contemporary individuals.

THE WORK ETHIC AND VOCATION

In Science as a Vocation (1918), a lecture given at Munich University, Weber
addressed a group of prospective scholars. He argued that, due to increasing
intellectualization and rationalization, the world had become disenchanted. Since
science could now provide explanations for phenomena, there was no longer a
place for “mysterious incalculable forces” (Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1991: 139).
Consequently, Weber suggested, individuals, particularly the young, may find it
difficult to decide how they should live. They might struggle to answer the
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question posed by Tolstoy, “‘What shall we do, and, how shall we arrange our
lives?’” (Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1991: 152-153). Weber confronted his young
audience:

Today the routines of everyday life challenge religion. Many
old gods ascend from their graves; they are disenchanted and
hence take the form of impersonal forces. They strive to gain
power over our lives and again they resume their eternal struggle
with one another. What is hard for modern man, and especially for
the younger generation, is to measure up to a workaday existence.
The ubiquitous chase for ‘experience’ stems from this weakness;
for it is weakness not to be able to countenance the stern
seriousness of our fateful times (Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1991: 149).

Rather than chasing experience, or waiting for a prophet to come, Weber argued
that individuals must make a “decisive choice” (Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1991:
152) about the god they will obey and get to work. “Nothing is gained by yearning
and tarrying alone” he suggests. “We shall set to work and meet the ‘demands of
the day’ in human relations as well as in our vocation. This … is plain and simple
if each finds and obeys the demon who holds the fibers of his very life” (Weber in
Gerth and Mills, 1991: 156). Individuals must find their calling.
For those who feel that science is their vocation, Weber advises that they
must first specialize, decide the area in which they will work and then “put on
blinders.” They must devote themselves to this work and not become distracted by
other concerns. If the scientist is properly devoted, Weber argues, then he will feel
like “the fate of his soul depends upon whether or not he makes the correct
conjecture at this passage of this manuscript.” He must have this “strange
intoxication … this passion,” since if he does not then science is not his “calling”
and he must look somewhere else (Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1991: 135). As well
as this enthusiasm, Weber argues, in order to have brilliant ideas, the scientist
must also have a “firm and reliable work procedure”. One is not a substitute for
the other, it is the combination of passion and hard work that can “entice the
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idea”. This, however, is no guarantee; the risk the scientist takes is that the idea
may not come at all. He must also have what Weber calls “scientific inspiration,”
something the scientist cannot achieve through work. Having this inspiration
“depends upon destinies that are hidden from us” and “upon ‘gifts’” (Weber in
Gerth and Mills, 1991: 136). If you do not have this, Weber suggests, then you
must look for your calling elsewhere.
In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904), Weber
considers the origins of the idea of the calling, which he defines as “a task set by
God … a life-task, a definite field in which to work” (Weber, 2001: 39). Tracing
the concept back to Martin Luther, he argues that the notion of a calling was the
“product of the reformation.” Although there was evidence of the “positive
valuation” of work in earlier periods, it was Luther who was the first to see “the
fulfilment of duty in worldly affairs as the highest form of activity the individual
could assume” (Weber, 2001: 40). With Calvinism, the idea became tied to the
doctrine of predestination. For the Calvinists, salvation was only granted to the
elect, those whom God had chosen, and this could not be altered by an
individual’s behaviour. As Weber explains, “God’s grace is, since His decrees
cannot change, as impossible for those to whom He has granted it to lose as it is
unattainable for those to whom He has denied it” (Weber, 2001: 60). In order to
secure his salvation, the Calvinist needed to become certain that he was amongst
the elect. In order to secure this confidence, “intense worldly activity” in a calling
that would glorify God was recommended. “It and it alone disperses religious
doubts and gives the certainty of grace” (Weber, 2001: 67). This devotion to work
was only a sign of election, not a way of purchasing it. It could only alleviate the
“fear of damnation.” As Weber puts it, the Calvinist does not create his own
salvation, only the “conviction of it.” The good work of the Calvinist, in contrast
to the Catholic, could not consist of the occasional good deed; it had to be a way
of life, “a systematic self-control” (Weber, 2001: 69), “a life of good works
combined into a unified system” (Weber, 2001: 71). The Calvinist’s conduct was
thus “thoroughly rationalized” (Weber, 2001: 72).
It was this “protestant ethic” of methodical, rational, worldly activity that
Weber argued was the impetus for the capitalist spirit. Now that hard work
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demonstrated godliness, idleness became an evil: “Waste of time is thus the first
and in principle the deadliest of sins” (Weber, 2001: 104). This applied to rich and
poor alike; even those who did not need the money should work in order to
demonstrate their salvation. Furthermore, in order to be particularly productive
and thereby maximize the glory of God, each individual needed to specialize, to
work regularly in a specific task—for as Richard Baxter wrote, “‘outside of a
well-marked calling the accomplishments of a man are only casual and irregular’”
(Baxter in Weber, 2001: 107). This ethic of systematic, methodical work
inevitably led to an accumulation of profit, but wealth was only a danger if it led
to idleness, since “as a performance of duty and calling it is not only morally
permissible, but actually enjoined” (Weber, 2001: 108). Thus the activities of
capitalists were justified:

The religious valuation of restless, continuous, systematic work
in a worldly calling, as the highest means to asceticism, and at
the same time the surest and most evident proof of rebirth and
genuine faith, must have been the most powerful conceivable
lever for the expansion of that attitude toward life which we
have here called the spirit of capitalism (Weber, 2001: 116).

This wealth gradually became a secularising influence, “the religious root
died out slowly, giving way to utilitarian worldliness” (Weber, 2001: 119).
Protestant asceticism had once limited consumption, with the desire for goods, as
Baxter famously put it, lying on the shoulders “like a light cloak which can be
thrown aside at any moment,” (Baxter in Weber, 2001: 123). However, this cloak
eventually became an “iron cage” (Weber, 2001: 123). The accumulation of
wealth, without any religious meaning to justify it, is reduced to sport and the
modern individuals are left trapped in a rationalized, bureaucratic cage:
“‘specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart,’” while “the idea of duty in
one’s calling prowls about in our lives like the ghost of dead religious beliefs”
(Weber, 2001: 124).
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This thesis aims to discover whether the ghost continues to prowl in the
psyche of the contemporary West. Do individuals today still expect to find a
vocation? Do they continue to feel the presence of the protestant ethic driving
them? A look at one of the most popular media in Western culture, television,
suggests that these ideas may continue to compel. In highly rated television
dramas, characters work feverishly in jobs they are passionate about, usually for
the public good, whether they be dedicated doctors in the emergency room,
fearless detectives tracking down a murderer or lawyers working late into the
night to prepare a defence for their client. ii It should be noted that these programs
are often as much about the relationship between characters as the work they do,
but the point is that the type of character is usually the same: driven and
passionate. The programs are also almost always about exciting high-stakes jobs
in which individuals “make a difference.” There are examples of programs about
less “glamorous” occupations, but they are generally comedies and often parodies
of the banality of the workplace. iii Another genre, which demonstrates the
endurance of the idea of the value of dedicating your life to a calling is reality
television. In Australia, there are a number of these popular documentary-style
series that follow the exploits of people working in particular jobs. iv
Another cultural product that demonstrates the persistence of the idea of
vocation is the self-help genre. The search for a calling is a common subject of
self-help books. Those that offer career guidance include: A Life at Work: The Joy
of Discovering What You Were Born to Do (2008), Do What You Love, the Money
Will Follow: Discovering Your Right Livelihood (1987) and the best-selling What
Color is Your Parachute? (1970). v The texts generally follow a pattern of
providing exercises for the reader to help them discover the “authentic you” which
then becomes the basis for choosing the “right” occupation. The only obstacle to
finding your vocation is lack of will, the search often being described as finding
your passion. One of the best-selling self-help writers is Phil McGraw or “Dr.
Phil”, better known for his television program than his books. In his Self
Matters—Creating Your Life from the Inside Out (2001), McGraw begins by
telling the story of his own search for vocation. Before moving into television,
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McGraw had spent ten years working as a practicing psychiatrist. Eventually he
realised this was not his passion:

So much of what I did– while totally okay if it had been what I had
a passion for –was as unnatural for me as it would be for a dog. It
didn’t come from the heart. It wasn’t something that sprang from
who I really was ... I wasn’t having any fun or excitement. I wasn’t
doing what was meaningful for me. I wasn’t doing what I was good
at and therefore was not pursuing my mission in life, my purpose for
being here … A life without colour is a life without excitement and
passion. It is a grey existence where you put one foot in front of the
other and go through the motions without any emotions … You and every
one else has a mission, a purpose in life that cannot be denied if you are
to live fully. If you have no purpose, you have no passion. If you have
no passion, you have sold yourself out (McGraw, 2001: 7, 8, 12). vi

The kind of work which McGraw and other writers of this type describe,
work that is exciting, meaningful, passion-inducing and closely related to identity,
is an ideal; highly desirable but difficult to obtain. In fact, the quality of jobs and
their potential to offer fulfilment varies greatly. There is still strong moral
pressure for workers at all levels to be “productive”. In mainstream Australian
society those who do not “pull their weight” are stigmatized, particularly those on
welfare who are colloquially referred to as “dole bludgers”. Work is described as
being “character building,” a chance to “make something of yourself.” The first
question asked when someone is introduced continues to be, “What do you
do?”—and certain conclusions will be drawn depending on the answer. To
summarize, in Western culture work has been seen as central to an individual’s
sense of self, to the formation of identity and social status. However, some
suggest that this may be changing.
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FLEXIBLITY, UNCERTAINTY AND DRIFT

In Australia in the twentieth century, many factors transformed working lives:
new technology, increased rationalization, the entry of women en masse into the
workforce, the end of the “breadwinner wage”, the introduction of Sunday
trading, the casualization of jobs and the fragmentation of careers. Changes like
these, part of the broader shift to a rationalized, global and consumer-driven
economy have altered the way contemporary individuals live and work. Such
transformations have prompted arguments that work may not be as central as it
once was and that individuals may be looking to other areas of life to provide
meaning.
Zygmunt Bauman, in Work, Consumerism and the New Poor (1998),
Liquid Modernity (2000) and The Individualized Society (2001), argues that in the
contemporary West the role of work in the lives of individuals has become less
significant and that consumption has become the central defining activity. He
suggests that there has been a shift from “a society guided by the work ethic to
one ruled by the aesthetic of consumption” (Bauman, 1998: 2). Bauman argues
that the work ethic was vital in the process of industrialization as it prepared
workers for the factory system. Preaching the moral duty of disciplined devotion
to work “served to train and discipline people, instilling in them the obedience
necessary to make the new factory regime work” (Bauman, 1998: 2). The
challenge the “pioneers of modernization” faced was in getting individuals who
were used to having autonomy in their work, to take up boring, meaningless
labour on the assembly line. Bauman describes this “crusade” as a “battle for
control and subordination” (Bauman, 1998: 7,8), which aimed at eliminating the
individual’s “‘right to laziness’”, replacing it with the ethic of “‘growth for the
growth sake’” (Bauman, 1998: 8). Once a workforce had been secured, Bauman
argues, the next step was to replace the moral compulsion to work with something
more reliable: financial gain, “the ability to win a greater share of the surplus”
(Bauman, 1998: 21). With this shift, he suggests, came the beginning of one of the
fundamental features of contemporary society: “the tendency to assess human
value and dignity in terms of monetary rewards” (Bauman, 1998: 22).
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Bauman compares the contemporary worker of post-industrial, late
modernity to the individual at work in the classic era of modern industrial society.
In contrast to today’s “consumer society,” where an individual’s significance is
dependent largely on his or her purchasing power, in this earlier period, for men at
least, society placed the most emphasis on a person’s role as a worker (Bauman,
1998: 23). What the individual did for a living was their primary identification,
not their purchasing power. The type of work a person pursued was “the decisive,
pivotal classification from which everything else relevant to living among others
followed” (Bauman 1998: 17). Occupation was the main factor in determining an
individual’s social placement, expected standard of living, leisure activities and
social life. Work was also the key factor in self-assessment; value and success
were measured against career achievements:

The work career marked the itinerary of life and retrospectively
provided the prime record of one’s life achievement or one’s failure;
that career was the principal source of self-confidence and uncertainty,
self-satisfaction and self-reprobation, pride and shame.
(Bauman, 1998: 17).

With a career plotted out, the individual had a secure “orientation point”
(Bauman, 1998: 17) from which other life pursuits could be predictably planned
and ordered. Men knew who they were and where they were going. Work gave
“shape to the formless and duration to the transient” (Bauman, 2000: 136). Secure
in their role as the family breadwinner, for the men of this era work was
absolutely central to identity (Bauman, 1998: 17).
Much of this security, Bauman suggests, has been broken down, replaced
by “flexibility” (Bauman, 1998: 27). Instead of settling into a position and over
the next forty years slowly progressing up the ladder, the norm nowadays is to
have many different jobs, with a variety of companies, in a range of fields. In this
climate, “the prospect of constructing a lifelong identity on the foundation of
work is for the great majority of people … dead and buried” (Bauman, 1998: 27).
Instead of planning ahead, the contemporary worker is now urged to remain open,
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“constantly on alert, permanently capable of appreciating the chance when it
comes and doing whatever is needed to make the best of it” (Bauman, 1998: 32).
Ossification becomes a danger; it is unwise for the individual to become too
attached to any position. Instead, each role, should be assumed to be temporary.
Individuals today, Bauman argues, have a short-term rather than a long-term
mentality: for “In a life ruled by the precept of flexibility, life strategies and plans
can be but short-term” (Bauman, 2000:137-138). Marriages of the “‘till death do
us part’” type have become rare, replaced by “until further notice” arrangements
(Bauman, 2001: 23). When working life becomes “saturated by uncertainty” in
this way, the individual may not identify strongly with their job (Bauman, 2001:
24). It may simply become a temporary role rather than a central component of
one’s sense of self. When work can no longer provide a “secure axis around
which to wrap and fix self-definitions, identities and life-projects”, individuals
may look to other areas for definition, in particular to consumption (Bauman,
2000: 39).
According to Bauman, individuals in a consumer society are best
described as “experience-collectors” (Bauman, 1998: 34). They become caught up
in a constant search for stimulation: since, “The excitement of the new and the
unprecedented sensation is the name of the consumer game” (Bauman, 1998: 25).
Jobs are judged by their ability to fulfil this desire, to provide novel and exciting
experiences.

Like other life activities, work now comes first and foremost under
aesthetic scrutiny. Its value is judged by its capacity to generate
pleasurable experience (Bauman, 1998: 32).

If a job does not provide the necessary stimulation, individuals will move on in an
attempt to satisfy their “greed for ever new experience, always stronger and
deeper than before” (Bauman, 2001, 225). When the work ethic governed the
conduct of individuals, even though some jobs were more satisfying than others,
all were considered ethically valuable. By contrast, in the consumer society,
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where “aesthetic criteria rule supreme”, jobs that do not excite are considered
worthless and demeaning (Bauman, 1998: 34). Bauman sums up the situation:

Like everything else which may reasonably hope to become the target
of desire and free consumer choice, jobs must be ‘interesting’—varied,
exciting, allowing for adventure, containing certain (though not excessive)
measures of risk, and giving occasion to ever-new sensations. Jobs that
are monotonous, repetitive, routine, unadventurous, allowing no initiative
and promising no challenge to wits nor a chance for self-testing and selfassertion, are ‘boring’ (Bauman, 1998: 33).

Today’s ideal, Bauman argues, is for the dividing line between work and
leisure to be broken down, for work itself to become entertainment. Workaholics,
he suggests, those who find their occupation so enthralling that it is the central
component of their life, are not seen as slaves, they are the lucky ones:

Vocation has become the privilege of the few … a way of life the rest
may watch in awe, admire and contemplate from a distance but
experience only vicariously through pulp fiction and the virtual reality
of televised docu-dramas (Bauman, 1998: 34).

For the majority, Bauman warns, vocation should only be admired not emulated,
since “‘the flexible labour market’ neither offers nor permits commitment and
dedication to any currently performed occupation” (Bauman, 1998: 34). In today’s
uncertainty “embracing one’s work as a vocation carries enormous risks and is a
recipe for psychological and emotional disaster” (Bauman, 1998: 35). Vocation in
the consumer society, Bauman concludes, can no longer be a lifetime commitment
to a calling. It cannot be long-term, but just another “experience in the life of postmodern sensation gatherers, an episode” (Bauman, 1998: 36).
Richard Sennett, like Bauman, is also interested in the personal
consequences of making a career out of unstable employment. In The Corrosion
of Character (1998) and The Culture of the New Capitalism (2006), Sennett
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argues that changes toward more flexible work have been damaging to personal
identity and character. His focus is on individuals who work in institutions at “the
cutting edge of the economy: high technology, global finance, and new services
firms” (Sennett, 2006: 10). Although these firms only employ a small proportion
of the working population, Sennett argues that they are the vanguard of the new
capitalism, that they determine the direction in which all work is heading: “This
small slice of the economy,” he states, “has a cultural influence far beyond its
numbers” (Sennett, 2006: 12). Sennett suggests that we have moved away from
the old “iron cage” model of bureaucratic hierarchy, toward network type
organizations with a structure that can adapt easily to meet new demands. While
the New Left of the sixties thought that breaking down bureaucracy would free
individuals and bring community and greater engagement between people,
Sennett argues that this has not been the case:

The fragmenting of big institutions has left many people’s lives in a
fragmented state: the places they work more resembling train stations
than villages, as family life is disoriented by the demands of work.
Migration is the icon of the global age, moving on rather than settling
in. Taking institutions apart has not produced more community.
(Sennett, 2006: 2).

The success of large institutions in the new capitalism, Sennett explains,
depends on their appearing flexible and dynamic. Stability, he argues, “Is a sign of
weakness, suggesting to the market that the firm could not innovate or find new
opportunities or otherwise manage change” (Sennett, 2006: 41). Thus, when a
company downsizes, share prices soar, yet such changes often result in a decline
in productivity. The people who implement this downsizing are no longer the
managers, Sennett notes, they pass on any responsibility to the “vulture
consultant” who swoops in, culls jobs and flies back out again (Sennett,
2006:106). In this uncertainty, where people frequently come and go, working
diligently and patiently, waiting to be rewarded, is a risky strategy. The manager
whom an employee had impressed in the past may well have moved on by the
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time the latter is ready for promotion: “the steady, self-disciplined worker has lost
his audience” (Sennett, 2006: 78). In this climate individuals may decide that
working hard for delayed gratification is no longer worthwhile. Instead, wise
employees keep their options open, stay on the look out for new opportunities and
ensure that they are constantly learning new and transferable skills. They become
emotionally attached to a workplace at their own peril.
The new capitalism, Sennett argues, demands that workers are quickly
able to acquire new skills. Employees are now hired not on their past experience
but on their potential, their ability to quickly learn something new. Rather than
retrain an existing worker who has been with the company for many years,
companies will often opt to hire someone new and probably younger. Older
employees are often viewed as “set in their way, slow, losing energy” (Sennett,
2006: 94). The younger person is seen as flexible and dynamic. If young new
recruits are unhappy, rather than voice their opinions as established employees
might, they are more likely to just quit. Younger employees are thus both
“cheaper and less trouble” (Sennett, 2006: 97). A consequence of this is that the
cutting edge institution does not reward “service and longevity” (Sennett, 2006:
97); loyalty does not matter anymore. The experience accumulated from spending
many years in a role becomes not a help but a hindrance. The employee does not
exhibit the required flexibility and risks becoming the possessor of a stale set of
redundant skills. This is, of course, the direct opposite of the spirit of
craftsmanship, of the slow refining of skills over time, that is required in order to
achieve a quality result, to do “something well for its own sake” (Sennett, 2006:
104). The new flexible institutions, Sennett argues, “based on short-term
transactions and constantly shifting tasks … do not breed this depth” (Sennett,
2006: 105). While craftsmanship put a value upon individual skill, one of the key
requirements in the new economy is that employees demonstrate that they can
work as part of a team. This teamwork, however, is only ever a superficial
engagement with others: “The social skill required by flexible organizations is the
ability to work well with others in short-lived teams, others you won’t have the
time to know well” (Sennett, 2006: 126). Such teamwork requires only “masks of
cooperativeness” (Sennett, 1998: 112). Sennett concludes that the “demands of the
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day” have changed and the individual requires new skills to survive: “Detachment
and superficial cooperativeness are better armor for dealing with current realities
than behaviour based on the values of loyalty and service” (Sennett, 1998: 25).
The core of Sennett’s argument is that working and living in this way is
potentially damaging. Individuals in the new capitalism, who have little
attachment either to their colleagues, to their employer, or to the work itself, are at
risk of “living in pure process”, floating in what Zygmunt Bauman has termed
“‘liquid modernity’” (Sennett, 2006: 122). To be successful in these conditions,
Sennett suggests, takes a certain type of personality. The individual who has “the
confidence to dwell in disorder, who flourishes in the midst of dislocation” he
argues, is somewhat peculiar (Sennett: 1998, 62). These individuals must be
willing to let go of their past achievements and focus on the future, they must be
“A self oriented to the short term, focused on potential ability, willing to abandon
past experience … an unusual sort of human being” (Sennett, 2006: 5). The
danger, Sennett argues, is that these flexible employees may find themselves
plagued by symptoms of what he describes as “drift”: a sensation of aimless
movement (Sennett, 1998: 30). With no set career path to follow, forced to exist
in a constant state of uncertainty and ambiguity, it becomes difficult for them to
make long-term plans or to conceptualize a narrative in which to place
themselves. As Sennett describes it,

The conditions of time in the new capitalism have created a
conflict between character and experience, the experience of
disjointed time threatening the ability of people to form their
characters into sustained narratives (Sennett, 1998: 31).

While it maybe possible for individuals to make sense of their past in a narrative
form, Sennett thinks the difficulty will come in trying to create “predictive
narratives about what will be” (Sennett, 1998: 135). In this situation individuals
may fear that they are “on the edge of losing control over their lives” (Sennett,
1998: 19). The new flexibility, Sennett argues, “disorients action over the long
term, loosens bonds of trust and commitment, and divorces will from behaviour”
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(Sennett, 1998: 31). The real danger of this flexible regime, he warns, is that it
“does not give, cannot give, any guidance for the conduct of an ordinary life
(Sennett, 1998: 147). The contemporary worker may have been freed from the
bureaucratic cage only to have gained a little too much freedom: “Routine can
demean, but it can also protect; routine can decompose labor, but it can also
compose a life” (Sennett, 1998: 43).
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CHAPTER THREE

“The Buzz”
SHANE, Real Estate Agent, 29
PHILLIP, Research Manager, 30
LUKE, Paramedic, 28

This chapter presents the stories of three individuals who not only loved their jobs,
but found them addictive. Each began their day excited to start work. Shane found a
thrill in chasing sales, Phillip thrived on the “buzz” of working in the corporate world
and Luke lived for the adrenaline rush of responding to emergencies.

“I just wanna be a hero”
SHANE, Real Estate Agent, 29

Although initially hesitant about working in the property business, Shane now “lived
and breathed” the job, enjoying in particular the excitement of making a sale and the
intensity of auctions. He also valued the recognition he received for his efforts.
Concerned that people think well of him, he was trying to “change the face” of real
estate by example, by conducting his business fairly. He also hoped to leave a legacy,
something impressive that he would be remembered for.
I first met Shane at a pub in one of Melbourne’s inner-city suburbs. He was
dressed casually but fashionably, cowboy-style shirt teamed with designer denim. He
turned down a beer opting instead for soda water since he was “on detox.” Later,
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when we began the interview, it became clear that Shane had thought about the kind
of questions he might be answering. He was prepared. I began by asking how he got
into real estate and without hesitation he answered that it was “not a gravitational pull
but a generational pull.” He explained that his family had been in the property
business for four generations, although there was never any pressure for him to take
this path. His father, he recalled, had always told him, “Shane I don’t want you to do
this unless you actually really want to do it” and “I don’t want you to work for me
unless you’ve worked for someone else for five years.” With this advice in mind and
having seen his father work long hours, Shane was put off the idea of following in his
footsteps. After high school Shane began an arts degree. Study, however, was not a
high priority; he was “partying too much,” working part-time at a local pub and
hanging round after every shift to drink. “It was pretty debauched!” he admitted.
Failing subjects at university, Shane deferred his course for six months and worked
full time at the pub. Although he had plenty of money coming in to fund his “nights
of fun,” he soon found the work monotonous. “I didn’t like mundane conversations
with people,” he explained, “I didn’t like the fact that people rocked up to the bar
everyday with the same change ... talking to drunks all the time and having to break
up fights and then people didn’t remember they’d been in a fight the next day, and it
was just sort of a depressing environment after a while.” This lack of “stimulation”
and “challenge” led Shane to a turning point. At age twenty he sat down with his
parents and told them, “I don’t know what I wanna do ... But I know what I don’t.”
So, on his parents’ advice, he went back to university with a new focus.
After finishing his degree Shane had various jobs, mainly in public relations
and professional writing, before deciding to take a trip to Europe. Just before leaving
he did some copy-writing work for a real estate company. The director, Terry (a
family friend), tried to convince Shane that he had all the right attributes to do well in
real estate: good people skills, the ability to put on a show, and a kind of natural luck
(exemplified by the fact that he never had to “buy the last round” at the pub). Shane
was dubious and told him, “Look, Terry, I really don’t wanna work in real estate … it
doesn’t have the sort of academic side for me … I wanna be a writer and I wanna be
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creative and I wanna drink coffee all day … and philosophize with people … and
more than anything I don’t wanna be as boring as to follow in Dad’s footsteps.”
Nevertheless, Shane still felt that he should consider the offer and used his time
overseas to deliberate. He felt he was “in an insecure vocation” with his writing
career: the market was crowded and he doubted his abilities. “I categorize myself as
somebody who has the ability to write, but not naturally,” he told me. While his
writing was always well received, producing it was a struggle for Shane. This worried
him: “I had this fear that it might not work out and perhaps that wasn’t actually me.”
Having an inkling that there may be a public relations angle in real estate which
would suit him, Shane decided to take the chance and accept the job. He started as
Terry’s assistant and quite quickly began to work independently, building up a
“network” of clients. After a couple of lucky breaks (his first sale was a friend’s
house which sold in three days for a record price), it became fairly clear that he had a
talent for the business. “That’s when I started to get the sense that I was doing
something I might be good at.” He had found his niche.
Shane’s story thus far had all been told in response to my first question (How
did you get into real estate?). Curious that writing did not come “naturally” and was
perhaps not “actually” him, I asked Shane how he felt in his work as a real estate
agent. Before answering my question he offered some words of warning: “I’m gonna
say a lot of really corny things here,” he grinned, “but I actually do believe them …
so forgive the huge amounts of cheese. I used to go to these seminars, even when I
was working in the bar … and you’d listen to people who would try and inspire you,
and they were motivational speakers, and they would always talk about how much
passion they had about their job, how they had the secret to life … and I’d just listen
to this crap and just go ‘Wank, wank, wank,’ you know … and I just couldn’t tolerate
those sorts of people and those sorts of environments. However, I’ve become one of
those people … I guess, I actually live and breathe the job.” Shane had never thought
he would get out of bed looking forward to going to work, but, now that he was in
real estate, most mornings he woke up excited to start the working day. “There’s a
major, major thrill to what I do,” he told me, “you see, it’s like adrenaline, it’s like a
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drug.”
Whether he was listing property or making a sale, what Shane loved about his
work was “the thrill of the chase” and the creativity this demanded. “I’ve always
loved chasing women,” he reflected, “so it was just a case of putting it into practice
but in a different sense.” To make this point, Shane went on to describe his various
efforts in winning business, one of which was trying to list a property belonging to an
art director: “We had a client who I saw had a beautiful art deco apartment ... They
said, ‘Look Shane, we’d really like to list with you, we like you, however your
company doesn’t have the profile of this other agent’s. Everywhere we go we see
their red signs.’ I said, ‘Look guys you gotta stop seeing red and start seeing orange!’
(because that’s the most predominant colour in our marketing).” Knowing the owner
of the property was in advertising, Shane felt that if he made a big enough impact on
the client he could win “the business.” With the help of his colleagues, he came up
with a plan: “We got an orange box … and filled it with as many navel oranges as we
could find and then we got my business card and pinned one to every single orange
and we dropped it off at his place with a note that just simply said, ‘Are you seeing
orange yet?’” Not hearing anything back but undeterred, Shane continued to make
various orange-themed “deliveries” until the client was finally persuaded. Obviously
this technique doesn’t work on everyone, “You’ve gotta pick your mark,” he
admitted, but “those sort of challenges are what really makes it.”
Shane had found that success in the real estate business often depended on
personality. “You can have sold twenty percent more properties in the area than
anyone else … you can be on paper the best person for the job and yet you can walk
out of the door and if you haven’t connected with that person in some way … and
that’s the hardest thing, occasionally you have to walk away and say ‘Okay, well I
didn’t relate to that person’, and not let it get you down.” Being liked in this business,
it seemed, was crucial. As Shane put it, “You’re the product, in many ways, you’re
selling yourself.” Shane found it difficult to deal with people not liking him, but on
the occasions when the seduction and strategy did come together his ego was boosted.
“It’s like setting up dominoes, and when you’ve got all the dominoes perfectly set up
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and ready for it, you just touch that first one and watch them all fall in a line …
There’s some sort of amazing euphoria about that.” Of course, being paid
commission had a lot to do with this. “It’s about winning” he explained, “when the
top of your income is limitless and it comes down to how good a performer you are.”
The financial reward Shane gained from his work was certainly “a big
motivator”. He told me the story of how he managed to double his income in his first
twelve months in the job, adding, “Last year was a record year, which, you know, is
fantastic, a hundred and fifty thousand and this year’s looking like two hundred …
what’s that $4000 a week? … So it’s a huge motivator, it’s bought me a house and all
those things I’d never thought I’d achieve as a writer, but it’s not just about the
money.”
“Look,” Shane continued, “I’ve set myself a challenge. It’s a difficult
challenge … You see I hate telling people that I’m a real estate agent.” I asked him
why. He explained that when he first started the job he was excited and would talk
about it constantly. His enthusiasm was dampened, however, when a close friend told
him (via email) that he had become “money obsessed” and had “lost his creativity.”
Shane found this difficult to deal with: “There’s this stigma attached to real estate
agents, there’s a perception … you’re a shark, you drive a BMW … you sort of get
thrown in with car salesmen and lawyers … The hardest thing for me, in terms of real
estate, was getting over that, making that leap of faith.” Frustrated by these kinds of
assumptions, the challenge Shane had set himself was to improve the image of the
business by building relationships with clients and gaining their trust. He was aware
that he would not be able to change everyone’s mind, but argued, “The more people
that I transact with who have a good experience … and if you can be honest on both
sides of the transaction and have people realise that, it makes it very rewarding …
But that’s the greatest challenge for me, that acceptance.”
Eventually Shane’s friends came to terms with his occupation and as they got
older they were even keen to talk about his profession. “All they wanna talk about is
real estate!” he laughed. “They ask you, you know, ‘If I do this to my house is it
gonna be worth more?’” Still, Shane had to be careful that he didn’t get carried away
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with property talk. “I’ve learnt finally to detach myself a little bit,” he admitted.
“Because if you get me going on it there’s a problem because my passion is not
everyone else’s passion so”—He shrugged his shoulders—“But when I’m not
working I don’t wanna be talking about it, I’d rather be talking about, you know,
feelings and books and romance and stuff like that”. I raised an eyebrow, and we both
laughed. It was quite clear that Shane’s preferred topic of conversation, at any time,
was real estate.
At this point Shane had to leave. He had an early meeting. We met at an
Italian restaurant for our second interview. Shane was early. This time he had come
straight from work and was dressed in a pin-stripe suit with a colourful shirt and tie (I
later noticed the matching cufflinks). His “detox” was over and we ordered wine with
our pasta dishes.
After dinner, picking up where we had left off, on his motivations for
working, Shane described the most exciting part of his job: being an auctioneer.
“Auctions are an amazing adrenaline rush and that’s what I live for,” he told me. “A
cracking, cracking auction is extremely competitive, extremely emotional.” Again the
adrenaline factor was important. When an auction takes off and the bids are flying,
“something inside you just ignites,” he explained. The other thing Shane liked about
auctions was the positive feedback he received. Even in the tense atmosphere of an
auction, under considerable pressure, Shane liked to put on a show. Like any
performer, he was after a reaction from the audience. He described his preparation for
the big day and how he got the crowd going: “Let’s say I do four or five auctions on
Saturday, I write a script for every single one of those houses … It’s usually a banter
between me and the person who’s called the penciller.” The penciller, he explained,
stood next to the auctioneer and wrote down the bids, in case the auctioneer lost
track. “I bounce off the penciller … It’s totally cheesy, but what it does is it relaxes
the crowd … So I’ll say things like, ‘Terry, what’s richer than Kerry Packer?’ and
he’ll say, ‘The honey-coloured floorboards Shane!’… And then, like there’s other
things, like in the middle of an auction, I had a hundred and fifty people there, I was
giving the big spiel … In the middle of it all I ran over to the board I went, ‘Bang,
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bang, bang!’ on the board and I said, ‘Terry what’s that?’ and he said, ‘It’s
opportunity knocking Shane!’”
These “antics” are, of course, good for business. People see “the Shane and
Terry show” and want them to auction their property. However, there was also a
personal reward for Shane. “It’s definitely a bit of an ego thing, you want that pat on
the back … I’ve always had this thing of wanting praise, of having people go, ‘Yeah,
you’ve done a really great job.’ And so I’ve found this avenue whereby, you know,
nine times out of ten I get great praise and good feedback … and, you know, I’ve got
my face in the paper four or five times ... I’ve been quoted several times and, you
know, I enjoy that stuff, I thrive off that stuff!” Recognition of his talent was vital to
Shane, “The other thing that I live for,” he told me, “is the Bible of Testimonials I’ve
got, which is a book this thick of letters people have written me to say, ‘Thanks,
Shane, we really enjoyed working with you.’ You know, unsolicited!”
Making a sale was no less important to Shane. He described showing potential
buyers around a property and the excitement of creating the perfect spiel: “Dealing
with the curve balls, when someone throws that really hard question at you and you
just hit it out of the park, but more particularly when you walk out the house, and
everything you’ve said has just been gold, and you’ve been on fire … I walk out the
house and high-five my assistant and we jump in the car and act like lunatics and go
‘Too fucking good!’ We do, we get really excited about it, but if we aren’t getting
excited about it what are we doing it for?”
So with excitement, praise and money, was there a downside to his job?
Working in excess of sixty hours a week and having to put on a suit every day was “a
drag”, he told me, adding that he often envied friends who had more leisure time.
Another negative was that the business had slow periods which Shane found
“flattening.” “When there’s downtime I find it really hard to inspire myself because
my inspiration comes from being really constantly busy all the time.” A little
confused, I asked Shane why, since he is driven by “busyness,” he was envious of
those people who are sitting around on the weekend doing nothing? “Because, you
know, they’re couples,” he replied picking up his glass. “They’re enjoying each
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others company … it’s like romanticising about something you can’t have, or a
nostalgia. And it’s just, you know, it’s occasionally you’ll have a momentary lapse
and you’ll think the grass is greener on that side of the fence. You know, sitting there
having coffee looks really good right now and staring deeply into that girl’s eyes. ”
He paused, looking at me intently. “But then,” breaking his gaze and smiling, “but
then you have a win!” I laughed while he drained his glass. “But anyway, that’s what
it comes down to for me. It’s about passion whether it’s in love or something else …
It’s about missing out on another element that looks like it’s got a bit of passion. It’s
all about fun, you know!”
Overall, it seemed that Shane was satisfied with his job, but I wondered whether
there was anything about his work he felt was lacking. I asked him whether he missed
creative writing. “Not as a job,” he replied. “Once again, you know, I only wanted to
get into writing for the hero aspect. I just wanna be a hero.” I asked him to elaborate.
“I dunno, I’d like to leave some sort of legacy or create something for my children or
grandchildren … I had two grandfathers who died and left nothing, and so, you know,
I just want to have been someone who’s lived a pretty cool life.” One of my final
questions to Shane was what he would do if he won the lottery. If money were no
object, would he continue to work? Without hesitation, he replied that he would
continue to work in real estate; he would buy the business and then perhaps start a
public relations company. “Create something really exciting and vibrant. I don’t
wanna be down and out, I don’t wanna be a non-achiever, I’d get bored sitting on a
beach all day long … I mean who’s gonna remember you for being the greatest
playboy that ever was?” “Hugh Hefner’s pretty damn famous,” I offered, “although
that’s still a business.” “That’s right,” Shane laughed, “that guy’s working 24 hours.”
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“You just tend to do the things that make you happy”
PHILLIP, Research Manager, 30

Phillip was employed by a recruitment and consulting company. A self-confessed
workaholic, he was happy to take his work home with him. He thrived on the
pressure of the corporate environment and the “buzz” it gave him. Phillip also found
the social aspects of his work and the feeling that he was integral to the running of the
business important. Although he was happy in his current job, he looked forward to
the new challenges a different role would bring and was confident he would do well
in another position.
Phillip agreed to meet me at his office in central Melbourne. I arrived a little
early and waited in reception. After a few minutes a group of people emerged,
colleagues, sharing a joke, Phillip among them. He walked towards me smiling.
Shaking my hand, he greeted me enthusiastically, ushering me into a nearby
conference room. Softly spoken, he looked younger than his thirty years. Seated in
springy leather chairs on opposite sides of a long table, we started the interview.
Phillip began by explaining what his job entails. He leads a team who do the
groundwork for executive placements. They find the best candidates for the
recruitment consultants to shortlist and take to the client. “So it’s headhunting?” I
asked. “Yeah,” Phillip replied. “For the ones you don’t want to get wrong. So we
research industries, certain sectors of the corporate world, find out which people
we’re after and then approach them for senior appointments.” Phillip’s team might be
working on up to fifteen “assignments” at a time so things often become frantic. He
enjoyed this. “You might just do five minutes here, five minutes there because
someone will be ringing you back,” he explained. “It’s fairly intense, it’s fastmoving, lots of changes, you can’t really control it. My previous role, doing
operational projects, you had no interruptions, you could write the report and hand it
in, whereas this is almost the complete opposite, you’re fielding requests all the time,
deadlines change.” He drew a quick breath. “That’s been a challenge and I really
enjoy that part of it, and maybe it’s almost a cloak for not really understanding the
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true nature of the job, but it keeps you, sort of, going!”
Phillip was nervous when he first began making calls to prospective
candidates, even though the company provided training to deal with this “call
reluctance.” “The two girls that work with me now, they’ve virtually got no fear,” he
said proudly. “The training we give you, you’ve got all the tools in front of you that
you need, but it just comes from experience.” The responses that they got from the
calls were generally positive. “It varies per industry,” Phillip explained, “but as a
general rule, the more senior the more open they are to chat. The lower the level of
person, they’re more insecure about their position, they can’t talk as much at work.
We’ll ring and say we’re doing executive search then we ask if they can talk now. A
GM or a CEO will say, ‘Call me back or send me an email,’ whereas a junior sales
manager will say ‘I can’t talk, I’m in open plan.’ Then we get their mobile and call
them back after hours.” He continued: “A lot of my work is done between 5.30 to
6.30 when people are driving home. They’re relaxed, they can talk. Also, you know,
GMs get approached more often and are more used to it. Even if they don’t want the
job, most people are willing to help and recommend someone else.”
Phillip “sort of fell into” his current job and luckily it had turned out to be an
ideal position for him. “More and more as I’ve got better at it and I feel like I’m
mastering it, it probably seems to other people that it was a very good fit for what I
was good at and what I studied and things like that.” At school he had enjoyed
humanities subjects; after graduation he began a double degree in arts/law, but, part
way through, decided to not to continue with law. He majored in politics, completed
honours, then travelled overseas. Still unsure what kind of work he wanted to do, he
thought he could delay making a decision by continuing his studies. He enrolled in a
number of courses but never actually started any. Then an opportunity arose. “The
guy that owns the company [where Phillip now works] is a family friend. My
younger brother was working here for a while, helping them out, I stepped into his
role. I hadn’t had much of a work history before that. I started doing analysis of ad
[advertisements] response, then I moved to research. They thought I’d be good for the
vacancy so I applied internally.”
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Although he had delayed entering the workforce for as long possible, Phillip
was now relishing “The buzz of being involved in commercial enterprise and seeing
your results.” I asked what he meant by this and he gave an example: “You might get
a tip, ‘Sarah at Kellogg’s is unhappy.’ She’s difficult to get on to. You finally get her
at home, then she gets the job in the end. And all our progress is monitored, how our
candidates perform versus the ones that come in from the ad. It’s rewarding.” I asked
Phillip what it was like starting out in what sounded like a stressful position, “At the
start I tended to take things home a lot,” he admitted. “I used to think ‘God I’ve got
so much to do today, I’m so far behind’ but now I like to be driven in terms of
deadlines or else I become quite slack … I like to absorb the pressure, yeah, like I
perform a lot better. When deadlines get pushed forward, I thrive on that!” He offered
an example. “Say we’re really running out of time and the next three people we call
we really have to get them in for an interview. I know I’ll be able to do it, I know
how to manipulate the scenario and push a bit harder.” He paused. “I can remember,
say a month in, when I’d made, say thirty phone calls for this position in a day, and
you just start doing it more on autopilot. You relax, you realise there’s no right or
wrong way to do it. I don’t really know how to describe it.” “Like being in the zone?”
I suggested, “Yeah that’s a really good way to put it.”
As well as “the buzz” of working under pressure, another reason Phillip found
his work satisfying was the feeling of being crucial to the running of the company. He
told me about a company brainstorm he had been part of earlier that morning. “The
session I just came out of, one of the things they asked was why we come to work,
what drives us to work. Every team had to come up with an answer. Like, the GM of
my area put up ‘money’ straight away, so no one else could. But my answers,” he
rested his chin on his hand, thinking, “it’s sort of the contribution. It’s that sense of
reliance for the rest of business on what we do. I like being relied on to do something,
and that gives me a lot of, sort of, personal pride of achievement. The fact that if I
wasn’t here it would really be noticed and missed.” He continued, “It’s the teamwork,
but it’s also as soon as I’m not there I’m getting calls at home. Just going back to that
where work fits with the rest of life, I’m sure that’s given me a lot of sort of self47

esteem and a sense of personal worth. I’ve sort of tended to define my own worth in
terms of what’s happening with work, it’s like a big confidence booster and
development.” i He swiveled his chair to look out the window then turned back to face
me. “Like I said, I really … it’s ridiculous how much I actually enjoy it.” He blushed
a little. “And I’m doing too much work outside hours, they’ve told me to stop taking
it home with me!”
Since the hour was nearly up, I suggested to Phillip that this would be a good
place to leave our discussion until next time. He looked at his watch, leant back into
the chair, and said that he could manage a couple more questions. Somewhat
surprised that he wasn’t itching to get back to work, I asked whether he saw his
current job as a long-term position, “I’ve been here quite a while now so a few people
have asked me,” he replied, “I suppose with sort of any job, five years would be
pushing it. I just can’t imagine being here that long.” Although Phillip was happy in
his work, he felt sure that he would do well in another job and had decided that it
would be time to leave when he was no longer facing new challenges. He was
confident that he would do well in other positions and felt he needed to push himself.
“I’m the sort of person who needs more underlying change in the things you’re doing
… when you feel like you’re not moving forward it’s time to get going.”
Despite this confidence, Phillip did admit that there were things about his
current job that he would find hard to leave. He told me about a recent social
occasion, “At my birthday last Saturday, I had the CEO, the owner, about twenty
other people from here. We do a lot outside work. When people leave they comment
on how hard it is ’cause you’ve got so many friends in the business.” Another thing
Philip valued about his current workplace was the recognition he received for his
efforts, “That whole sense of watching the effects of your work, the fruits of your
labour as you go through the process and it being a very good organization in
recognizing contribution and success. Which I just can’t imagine you’d get in a big
corporation. And, you know, the level you tend to accumulate the longer you work in
a place is hard to give up.” Phillip was now getting fidgety; it was time for him to get
back to work and for me to leave. We compared diaries and settled on a time for our
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second interview.
Two weeks later I returned to Phillip’s office. He had exciting news. It had
been confirmed that he would be sent on a trip overseas to try and organize a
partnership with another company. This development had caused him to reconsider
how long he would be willing to remain in his current role, “It’s been a good month,
lots of rewards and new things on the agenda … they’re willing to let us grow a bit,
new opportunities all the time are happening. It’s probably still true to stay that if I
can’t see any new themes happening it’s time to look at something else, but it doesn’t
look like that’s gonna be for quite a while.”
Once I had been updated on developments, I took the chance to return to
something Phillip had mentioned in our previous meeting. I reminded him that he
had said that he had been told to stop taking work home with him. He looked a little
sheepish. “Sometimes I wish I could just keep working,” he admitted. “You know,
after hours and get it all done. There are some days where I just go, ‘My god, I wish
there were just another two hours, I need to ring some more people!’ You can’t fit it
all in ’cause you’re interrupted. By 5.30 people start going home so there’s nothing
you can do, sort of thing. By Friday afternoons you’re just completely frazzled. It’s a
feeling of helplessness having to wait until next week to talk to people.” Before I
could ask another question he went on. “I’m sure this will come up with other
interviewees, how the line between work and home is blurred?” I nodded
encouragingly, “Mine definitely crosses over.” “I enjoy it. If you had a family I can
see how it would be a negative but I’d prefer to be hearing about something on
Sunday night than walking into a massive problem on Monday morning.” Phillip had
been given a blackberry at the start of the year and had it with him at all times. “I
guess it’s another thing I like about the job,” he said. “The whole nature of it being
twenty four-seven. I know it’s something I have to watch, but I don’t often turn the
phone off, even with non-work related stuff, I like knowing what’s happening.”
As we came to the end of the interview I realised I had learnt little about
Phillip’s life outside of work. I asked him whether he had any non-work related goals.
“No not really,” he shrugged, “it’s a real thing lacking, I probably should have. I used
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to wanna travel more.” I asked why he thought he had prioritised work over other
things. “I’ve allowed it to dominate because I’m sort of more comfortable with that
kinda thing,” he offered. “It’s a good question I’m not quite sure ... I do enjoy the
weekend, I’ve got little projects, you know, buying stuff for home, things like that,
but I don’t ever put them on the pedestal that I’ve got work on at the moment.” He
looked out the window. “I’m trying to think back to a few years ago when it was
more just a functional job.” He returned his gaze to me. “I definitely think that once
you start managing people you have a different perspective on it. Like the sense of
responsibility for me was fairly intense.” Thinking he was finished, I was about to
turn off the recorder when he added: “I don’t think it’s a deliberate process of
wanting to invest now in your career and work hard, it’s just kinda happened that
way. It’s never felt a deliberate decision to privilege work over other things, it’s more
just that genuine enjoyment of it, you know, you just tend to do the things that make
you happy.” I nodded in agreement, thanked Phillip for his time, and he walked me
out.

“I wanna have that passion for my job throughout my working life”
LUKE, Paramedic, 28

Although his work was not continually exciting, it was the adrenaline rush of a “big
job” that Luke looked forward too. In his first few years working as a paramedic,
Luke talked about almost nothing else and woke up each day with a “spark”.
Recently, however, he had become frustrated with some aspects of the job and had
found himself getting bored. He was now considering a career change.
I met Luke on a Monday morning at his home in Melbourne’s Eastern
suburbs. I located his apartment block easily but couldn’t find any numbers to
indicate which apartment was his. I called Luke and he came bounding out to meet
me, full of energy. After the introductions, he made tea and told me about the
renovations he had been doing on the apartment. We settled in his lounge to do the
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interview, me on the sofa and Luke perched on the armchair opposite, seeming
somehow both relaxed and alert at the same time. I was eager to ask Luke how people
responded when they discovered what he did for a living. “You do get a good
reaction,” he replied nodding. “You know, it sounds a bit wanky, but I do enjoy
telling people I’m a paramedic.” He picked up his mug of tea. “For the first two years
I really enjoyed the conversation, now I’m a bit over it.” He went on. “Sometimes
I’ve even lied about it, because I just cannot be bothered. If it’s someone I don’t
really care about, I’ll say I work in retail, and you know the conversations won’t go
any further. It does trigger a whole lot of questions straight back at ya … they’ll start
asking ya, ‘Tell me mate, what’s the worst stuff you’ve seen’, they want stories.” ii
While Luke did not see his job as anything exceptional, he did to some extent
understand people’s fascination with his work. I asked him whether there were ever
times that his job made him feel heroic. “No, not at all,” he replied, then added
hesitantly, “I suppose sometimes, you’ll be at a job and a crowd might develop, like a
big car accident where you might be treating a patient who’s trapped in car. And you
sort of think, ‘If people are watching us then this is something interesting.’ It makes it
a bit more exciting, but there’s a lot of people out there doing it, over two thousand in
Victoria.” He raised his mug to his lips but continued to talk. “You do get a bit of
recognition which is good, but I wouldn’t say you feel heroic … We’re not doing
anything extraordinary, it’s sort of an expectation the stuff that we do. And our
managers would very rarely commend you, because it’s just part of the job.” iii I asked
Luke what assumptions he thought people made about paramedics. “They probably
think I’m a caring person, that it’s exciting and therefore maybe I’m an exciting
person,” he told me. “I think they think that it’s fast paced. It’s a good feeling that
they think that about me, even if it’s not true.” And what should they think? “A
calmer person, I guess. They might think lights and sirens, but they should be
thinking chilled out, blue ocean! Maybe a decisive person, someone who likes
helping people and can deal with a wide variety of the population. You’ve gotta be
able to make decisions, stick by them, and be able to justify your decisions.”
Luke had his first encounter with the ambulance service as a teenager. “My
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brother had an asthma attack, became unconscious,” he explained, quickly taking a
sip of his thus far untouched tea. “And I remember, you know, the anxiety and the
concerns and then when the ambulance officers arrived, their calm demeanour and
professional approach, and the way they went about the recovery. I remember
thinking these are pretty cool blokes. And at the same time, being younger, thinking
you get to drive around fast with the flashing lights!” Impressed by this experience,
Luke was keen to someday work as a paramedic. However, when it came time for
him to leave high school he was advised against joining the ambulance service. “They
had had massive budget cuts back in the mid-nineties and they weren’t employing
many people. You had to be minimum twenty-one, and the high school I went to was
really pushing everyone to go to university.” His career-counsellor recommended the
health field and he decided to do a human movement degree. Luke completed
eighteen months before deciding the course was not for him. During this time he had
done some event management work and seriously considered whether he should
pursue this as a career. “I sort of thought, ‘Yeah this is okay’, but I didn’t love it … It
was a big goal in my life, just to get a job that I’m passionate about. I remember as a
kid my Dad had a passion for his job. He had his own business, used to work long
hours. I could just see in his eyes I suppose, whilst he was in his thirties and forties,
he really enjoyed his job. He used to say that ‘There’s nothing more important than
having a job you really enjoy ’cause you spend so long doing it.’ So as a teenager I
thought about this and decided that I wanted to have a job that I actually give a shit
about.”
With his father’s advice in mind, Luke decided he would train to become a
paramedic. He now felt he had made a good choice. “I enjoy the mix of work, just the
fact that you don’t really know what can happen later in the day … It’s a job where
you wake up in the morning and you actually do get out of bed with a bit of a spark,
you know, a spark in your feet … I do actually get out of bed looking forward to the
day ahead of me!” I asked Luke what in particular he is looking forward to when he
wakes up each day, “The big jobs where you are actually pushed,” he answered,
“that’s why you get into the job. They train us for the worst situation, but the reality
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of the work is a lot of it’s just social work, standard transfers to hospital, pretty
simple work.” Luke was a little disappointed during his training when he realised
how much waiting around was involved in the job. Like others, he had assumed it
was constant action. “I think every paramedic is disappointed to a certain degree, but
we know that’s the reality.” Every so often, though, they would be called to a “big
job” and that was when he got excited. “It’s gonna sound crude, ” he held up his hand
to stop me passing judgement, “but we want big car accidents, we wanna go to
shootings, or something really interesting and intriguing. Going to see sick patients is
good, that’s what we train for, but we always want to go to something a bit more
exciting.” The thrill of these “big” jobs is that they get the adrenaline pumping. Luke
described the feeling. “You’re walking through a nightclub to help someone who’s
overdosed. You’re pumping up, your emotions are always up and down, which gives
you this sort of underlying adrenaline rush.” He contrasted these “ups and downs”
with the stability of an office job where you could “just work along and not have any
emotions,” the kind of work he dreaded. iv
One of the other things Luke enjoyed about his job was the autonomy. “We’re
sort of our own bosses to a certain extent too, I mean we have bosses but they’re not
looking over our shoulder all day. When we walk into someone’s house there’s just
two of us and we’re in charge of that situation.” Hearing him say “just two of us”
prompted me to ask Luke whether he had a partner he always worked with. “It’s not
like the American TV shows,” he answered smiling, “You’re not with the same
person all the time, we move around quite a bit. That’s the way management’s going
now, they want flexibility within their workforce.” The longest Luke had spent
working at the same branch was three months. “And that’s probably too long,” he
said. “You spend fifty hours a week with the same person. Even if you’re working in
the same area for too long you get to know all your frequent callers, your psych calls,
respiratory patients. If you move around a bit more I think you stay a bit fresher.”
Despite regularly changing areas, Luke could already see that he would eventually no
longer find his work stimulating and was planning on leaving the ambulance service
in a few years time. He explained: “I do wanna succeed within this job, I don’t wanna
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let people down, you know, colleagues and managers that I have a lot of time for. I
think I will still be enjoying it in five years, so maybe when I get to the point where I
know I’m not giving a hundred percent then it might be time to move on.”
Nevertheless, there were things about his job that tempted Luke to remain
with the ambulance service. Career prospects were good and the government was an
accountable employer. However, there were also negatives that he felt were becoming
worse. “It’s management factors and the hours we work. I can’t see myself, when I’m
forty-five, working night shifts, being up at three in the morning and dealing with a
junkie in the city. And with the increased case load it takes it out of you, job after job
after job,” he explained. “The ambulance service is getting busier and busier, because
of lack of GPs, and because of the increase in health-care cards people can get the
ambulance service for free, they don’t wanna waste ten dollars to get a taxi to
hospital. People call us with sore throats, really non-acute problems. It’s a
requirement with the government that we respond to every 000 call.”
Hearing about these changes, I began to see how Luke, even though he loved
the actual work involved in being a paramedic, could be thinking of moving on.
There were other things he disliked about the way the service was headed. “It’s
getting to be one big paper-trail, you do reports for everything, everyone’s covering
their butt, concerned about litigation, and its just a waste of time … We’ve got a lot
of key performance indicators [K.P.I.s], so now our management are pushing us to
improve response times … All we’re hearing is ‘Response times, response times, get
out there quicker, don’t waste so much time at hospitals, don’t waste so much time at
patient's houses.’ So that’s an irritating factor for me, and it’s taking away from the
picture the actual patient care, which is ‘Is the patient happy with the service they’re
receiving?’ They’re just concerned about meeting those K.P.I.s and getting their
bonuses. I couldn’t give a shit if our response times double.” As Luke finished
speaking, I realised that it was nearly midday. He had to get ready for his afternoon
shift. With much left to discuss, we organized for me to visit him another day to
finish the interview.

54

A week later, this time in the evening, I was back in Luke’s lounge room. We
returned to the topic of the possibility of him leaving the ambulance service. Along
with the structural changes to the service that had made the job less enjoyable, there
were also more personal reasons why Luke felt he would like to try something
different. “I’ve noticed the past year or so I’m getting a little bit bored at work,” he
told me, “I need changes, I need to probably push myself a little bit more. I wanna
have that passion for my job throughout my working life … I think the average now
in a career is seven years, I recognise that. So, you know I might stretch it out for ten,
fifteen, but as soon as I’m not enjoying it, I’ll be looking to move on.” I wondered
whether Luke had convinced himself that it was time for a change because he was
aware of the statistics that seven years was the average for a career. I put this to him.
“I suppose … It’s probably a statistic that’s out there that I agree with. Seven years is
a good career. You question people who only do something one or two years about
their commitment, but if you go more than seven, unless you’re really proactive in
your job, you do get a bit stale and you’re not enjoying it as much as you possibly
could. I’m only 28 and I’m already thinking of changing careers after five years. Am
I pre-empting that I’ve gotta change? Which I think I am. It comes down to
enjoyment and I think I’d enjoy a change.” Luke was concerned that if he stayed in
the service for too long he would become jaded. “I think the longer you’re in the
ambulance service the less emotion you do have. I’ve seen some senior paramedics
who have been in the job for twenty plus years, they’re in extremely intense
situations and they’re talking about the footy … You get desensitized you don’t
wanna forget about people’s feelings.” He described how his “passion” for his job
had faded, something he seemed to see as inevitable. “For the first two years of it, it
was one of the greatest passions of my life. I’d go out with my ambo mates and we’d
just talk ambulance the whole night, but I can’t maintain that year after year. It’s like
lust and love, you know, at the start of the relationship you know, lust is a stronger
feeling than love and its probably more exciting, but when it develops to love you’re
a bit more settled with it, however; a bit more content maybe. I do love what I do
now, and the first few years of excitement must have been lust. You go to your first
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shooting, your first big car accident, your first cardiac arrest. But now I’d like to give
something else a crack … that’s the question really ‘I’d like to do something else but
what?’”
If he did decide to leave the ambulance service Luke’s plans were vague. He
was considering working in finance, something he thought would provide the
excitement he felt that work should provide “I think I need something that does
involve a bit of emotions, the ups and downs. I mean something like retail that would
just bore the hell out of me, like very mundane. I was saying that the other day to a
friend when I was at Chadstone, you know, they’re just standing there looking bored.
There’s no chance I could be there. I mean we at least have hope that the next job’s
gonna be interesting, a lot of the time its not, but we’ve still got that hope, whilst in
retail I don’t see what you look forward to throughout the day.” Drawing the
interview to a close, I asked Luke the lottery question—what he would do if he didn’t
have to worry about money. “At the moment I’d continue working as a paramedic,”
he replied. “I’d enjoy going part-time, not doing night shifts, then I’d become an
investor.” But why keep working if he didn’t need to? “What will you do with your
life?” he answered, shrugging his shoulders, “You can only travel so much and enjoy
the high life. You need a bit of stability in life, working keeps you going along. I
think the people that quit and just change their life 360 degrees will probably end up
depressed and losing it all. I’d rather try and keep that balance. Work would still be
an integral part of my life.” He looked at me, waiting to see if there would be another
question, then decided to finish with one of his own, “What about you?” he asked,
smiling. “Would you finish the PhD?”
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REVIEW
It would be easy to dismiss Shane, Luke and Phillip as mere adrenaline junkies. Each
worked in a job that required them to work quickly and to perform under pressure.
Their skills were frequently put to the test. Instead of causing anxiety, this gave them
a “buzz”: a combination of the surge of adrenaline experienced when faced with a
challenge and the high that followed when it was met. It was crucial that the tasks
they were set seem urgent, since it was this sense of exigency that kept the “buzz”
alive. Shane was “inspired” by being constantly busy and found quiet periods
“flattening”. Phillip “thrived” on deadlines being pushed forward and Luke eagerly
anticipated attending an emergency.
For Shane and Luke it was important that they encounter drama in their work,
that they could feel “ups and downs”. They were attracted to what they both called
“passion” and contrasted their own work to the perceived banality of other
occupations. At the time of the interviews, Shane’s job was providing him with the
required amount of stimulation but he did not rule out the prospect of a new venture,
which would be something “exciting and vibrant.” Luke was starting to become
bored with his work and was already looking toward a career change, hoping to find
new challenges that would keep him “fresh”. And although Phillip was content in his
role as a research manager, once he was no longer learning new things, he would be
ready to move on. For each of these interviewees, their commitment to their work
would only last as long as it was generating novel and stimulating experiences. As
Shane put it, if you were not “getting excited” what was the point?
Although Shane claimed that his work was “all about fun” it actually provided
him with much more than pleasurable entertainment. He had discovered in his youth
that “partying” was not enough to sustain him. The problem with being a “playboy”
was that it did not allow him to accomplish anything significant. Working as a real
estate agent however allowed him to be a “hero”. This was an arena where he could
use his particular talents to achieve success, where others would have failed. Sales
came “naturally” to Shane, unlike writing it was “actually” him. This job was his
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chance to find glory, to have his picture in the paper, to collect a “Bible of
testimonials”: to do something that he would be remembered for.
There were moments, when he was pitching a sale, that Shane felt something
inside him “ignite”. When he was “on fire” he could pre-empt a buyer’s every
question and was ready with the perfect answer knowing he had them in the palm of
his hand. As Shane explained, this was the real estate equivalent of hitting a home
run. Similarly, as Phillip began to “master” his job he had moments when he was “in
the zone”. When the outcome of a call was crucial, Phillip knew that he could
“manipulate” the conversation, that he could “push” just enough to get the person to
agree to interview. Like a player in form, Phillip felt himself “relax”; he forgot the
rules and let himself work intuitively, operating on “auto-pilot”. v
For Phillip, success at work had been a great “booster” to his self-esteem.
Like Shane, it was important that he received recognition for his efforts. He felt that
his contribution to the company was vital; he was responsible for his team members,
and took pride in the fact that he was “noticeably missed” if he was absent. His work
also provided an important source of social inclusion and Phillip thought that it would
be difficult to leave the many “friends” he had made in his job. In colloquial terms, it
seemed as though Phillip’s work had been “the making of him.” After high school he
had been lost, drifting from travel to study with no real goal, but working as a
research manager had given him both a sense of purpose and a feeling of belonging.
It was not surprising, since it was what made him “happy” that Phillip had made work
his main priority in life. For Shane too, though occasionally he had a “momentary
lapse”, work was the center of his life.
Luke’s position was different. While his work had once been his great
“passion” it was starting lose its significance. Unlike Shane and Phillip, Luke was not
looking for recognition; he was not concerned that he was rarely commended by his
superiors and had begun to find the attention that his uniform inspired annoying. He
felt disingenuous accepting praise from the public, since they did not have an
accurate understanding of what his job involved. Luke had initially been disappointed
that the job was not all “lights and sirens” but he also saw the importance of
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providing patient care even if was not exciting. His dissatisfaction was not simply a
case of the novelty wearing off. The real problem was that changes to the ambulance
service meant Luke spent more time on what, to him, was meaningless work: filling
in paperwork, trying to improve response times and playing taxi to patients who had
sore throats. While Shane and Phillip still believed that their work mattered, Luke
was no longer convinced, and this, he had found, was killing his “buzz”.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“In a Good Place”
HAZEL, Social Worker, 50
LINDA, Cruise Manager, 41

This chapter introduces two interviewees who had found fulfilling work that was
suited to their talents and interests. In this respect they are similar to the participants
described in the previous chapter, however they are grouped together here as their
stories also illustrate how a job that is a “good fit” can lift self-esteem and in some
cases transform a life. For both these interviewees it had been a long struggle to find
an occupation that allowed them to make the most of their potential. Hazel’s
confidence had increased as she developed her skills through education and work.
She was now seen as competent and experienced in her field and her opinion was
often sought after. Linda had worked in many jobs that had provided her with little
opportunity to showcase her talents. When an attempt at a new business venture
failed she had become depressed, however her new job, in which she had
considerable responsibilities and made a significant contribution to the business, had
helped her reach a “good place”.
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“Sometimes I work on the weekend, and I don’t mind!”
HAZEL, Social Worker, 50

When I interviewed Hazel she was working in mental health as part of a psychiatric
outreach team. Discouraged by her family and doubting her abilities, as a teenager
Hazel thought she was incapable of attending university. Now, she had not only
completed a degree but was now working at the “pinnacle” of her profession, a highly
respected position. Like the three young men in the previous chapter, Hazel enjoyed
the high-pressure position and the adrenaline rush it gave her.
I met Hazel in Melbourne’s central business district where she lived in an
apartment with her husband Aaron. She was dressed entirely in black, except for her
earrings and glasses. She greeted me warmly and we wandered down the street
looking for a quiet café where we could record the interview. Since it was lunchtime
everywhere was crowded. Though not ideal, eventually we found a place on a
balcony overlooking a main road. With the traffic roaring by, Hazel told me about her
role on the psychiatric outreach team. “The work generally would entail
assessments,” she explained, “referred from various sources. It might be ongoing
cases, but short-term work over four to six weeks. It could be new assessments or
follow up, linking them to individual psychiatrists, or visiting families at their home
to see how they’re getting on.” She took a sip of her coffee then continued.
“Generally, I would be asking the person what they think the problem is, I’d kinda be
starting from where they’re at or if the person was reasonably engaging I might start
off with some personal history. You know, where they were born, where they went to
school, what was growing up like … The whole time I’m doing this I’d be observing
them, you know, watching their affect, their mannerisms, their eye contact, their
voice, that’s all part of the mental state. I would say ninety percent of mental state
examination is observation.” After this observation Hazel would then have to make a
decision about whether the person needed to be hospitalized or could remain at home.
Hazel alternated between two shifts, one from 8.00am to 4.30pm, the other
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between 2.00pm and 10.30pm. She referred to her position as a “24 hour 7 days a
week job.” At least once a week she was “on call” and was summoned during the
night for emergencies. This schedule made spending time with her husband difficult,
“It has been an issue,” she admitted. “There’s been various times where I’ve thought,
‘Well maybe it’s been long enough doing this kind of work, maybe I need to go back
to nine to five,’ but I can’t bring myself to do that yet. So there’s been discussions,
and he understands that I love my work a lot so that’s the way it is.” Depending on
the shift, Hazel worked with different staff members and everyone on the team knew
each other quite well. I asked Hazel whether she and her colleagues were particularly
close. “We are to a certain extent,” she replied slowly, “But there’s a lot of, how can I
say, it’s a fairly ego driven kind of job. And some people have worked there for many
years and have lots of experience.” She paused. “I guess in some ways we are close
because the actual space we work in is very small, and so it’s quite intimate, in the
sense that you go out to an assessment with a person, and you’re spending time in the
car with them. So you do get to know that person and you don’t just talk about work,
obviously you talk about personal issues as well.” She stopped while a tram went
past. “And like all teams, there’s conflict. And sometimes that isn’t all that healthy,
but it doesn’t happen that often. In fact, the conflict, mostly, is often around differing
opinions clinically, and that isn’t such a bad thing. That can be healthy.”
Hazel grew up in South Australia. She had known from an early age that she
wanted to do work “in the caring sector,” but it had taken a long time for her to make
her way into the mental health field. She had struggled with family expectations and
her own confidence in her abilities. Her early years were spent in an administrative
job. “Very basic sort of boring work.” Although she was unhappy, Hazel remained in
that role for a number of years. It was not expected that she pursue a career. “My
family background is very … it’s protestant work ethic,” she told me. “I’ve got to a
point where I don’t blame my mother anymore. My mother’s passed away. So I guess
what happened is I went into this job and I felt like, you know, that it was secure, that
there were certain expectations in the family of me to become a certain person. You
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know, get married, maybe not actually stay in a job, have children and all of that.”
After a couple of years working in a job that brought her little satisfaction,
Hazel sat the test for the children’s hospital in Adelaide and was accepted as a nurse.
Although she was keen to take the position, her mother discouraged her and Hazel
turned it down. She regretted the decision and became angry with her mother. “I’ve
always really struggled about what my direction was, where I wanted to go,” she
explained. “And also there was a lot of self-esteem issues in that as well about what I
could do. I never thought that I could actually go to university; I didn’t think that I
was bright enough. That certainly was embedded in me by my family, particularly my
mother; she wanted me probably to be more like her.” After six years, Hazel quit the
job “without any goal, any plan.”
While she felt great relief after leaving, “like a weight had come off my
shoulders,” Hazel now had to make a decision about what she was going to do. “I did
know that I wanted to work in human services,” she said, picking up a spoon to stir
her coffee, “and I guess in lots of ways, the kind of person I am, that’s how the family
saw me too, like quite a nurturing person. I always wanted to be a social worker, or a
nurse, in the caring sector.” i Hazel decided she would like to go to university to study
social work. Unsure that she would be accepted, she put off applying and did a
residential care course while working at a crèche. She was also working as a waitress
and completed some hospitality certificates. “I was a bit all over the place,” she
explained. She eventually applied to university to do a diploma in developmental
disability. “But the whole time I really wanted to do a social work degree. That’s
what I really wanted to do. But I didn’t feel that I would, I always had this fear that it
would be too difficult, so I did the diploma.” About a year and half into the diploma
Hazel became pregnant. After having her son, she went back to the course but found
it boring. She applied to do social work, but still lacked confidence in her abilities so
decided to enrol in the associate diploma rather than the degree. The course gave her
a boost. “I did it full-time and it was probably two of the best years of my life,” she
enthused. “I met really great people and I was really energized by the study and the
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teaching. I was in my late twenties then.” The developmental disability course had
been quite narrow compared to the social work diploma which, Hazel explained, was
more like a generalist arts degree. “That really lifted me because it gave me a much
broader understanding of, you know, politics and society.”
After finishing the diploma, Hazel worked in a number of social work
positions, including child protection and housing services. She also went back to parttime study to complete her social work degree so that she could eventually move into
the mental health field. Balancing work, study and motherhood was a challenge and
there were times when Hazel thought that she would not complete the degree. I asked
her how she managed. “Well, we’re talking in the eighties when child care was very
affordable and very acceptable,” she replied. “I guess my partner was pretty
supportive, and there were times where I’d start subjects, drop out and then pick them
up the following year … You know, working with homeless people and with really
hardcore issues is pretty draining. So there was that and study, and I don’t find
studying easy … Plus I always had a social life, you know, always had lots of
friends.” Hazel persevered and, obtaining her degree, applied for a position in mental
health services and got a job as case manager. By this stage, she was living in
Melbourne, moving from interstate when her husband got a new job. Hazel was
happy in her new role but she had already set her sights on working on a psychiatric
outreach team. “I knew it was the pinnacle,” she explained, “working with acute
psychosis, not in a hospital environment, in a community environment. It’s where
you see the hard end of psychiatry. You know, in a continuing care team we’d have a
caseload of about forty, doing ongoing therapy with families maybe. So you’d often
see people over and over again with the same issues, hear the same story … It was
interesting, but for me it was gonna head to burn out.” ii
Now that she had reached her goal and was working on the psychiatric
outreach team, Hazel found the job surpassed her expectations. “I thought it’d be
something I might do for a couple of years,” she admitted, “because when I went into
it I thought it was gonna be a really hard job. But I find it almost addictive, the work,
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I really enjoy it.” Hazel found she was thriving in the high-pressure role, enjoying the
challenge. She began to tell me about it, but we had been talking for two hours and
the tape had finished. Although I had another, we decided to finish the interview
another time.
For our second interview, it seemed convenient to meet at the same café.
Once we had settled, I asked Hazel what in particular she liked about her current job.
“Every day can be different” she answered. “It’s the variety of the work. That it is
short-term. At times it gets the adrenaline right up because you’re in very difficult
positions where you have to make very quick clinical judgements. And I think I really
like that challenge.” iii Also the responsibility was huge: “As a clinician, you can make
a judgement about whether someone goes into hospital against their will and we do
often … you’re just dealing with really high emotional situations.” I commented that
many people would be intimidated by this kind of work, dealing with distressing
situations everyday. Hazel thought about this. “Look, you know, I think some people
would see it like that, but I also want you to know that working in this job is not a
low salary. So it may be a very hard job, but you get paid accordingly. Also, I think
it’s a privilege to be able to do this work because you have an inside view of people’s
lives. You would see people in mental health states, behind closed doors in their
family environment … And some of those presentations can often be very textbook in
the sense that, you know, they display every single symptom. It’s very interesting.” iv
Although she had tried to play down the difficulty, I still wondered if it took a
certain type of person to do this work and I put this to Hazel, asking her to think
about her colleagues. “I think they’re genuinely caring,” she suggested. “And they
might spout off and use black humour, but when it comes to dealing with people’s
lives they are very professional and they are very good clinicians. You have to care
about people, you know; you have to be genuinely interested, otherwise I don’t see
how you could do this job.” Although a clinician must “genuinely care,” Hazel added
that in order to do the job effectively, it was important to create “boundaries,” to not
get too personally involved. “The most difficult thing,” she told me, “and I don’t
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think any amount of experience or [any number of] qualification[s] can change this, is
when someone suicides. And we haven’t had many suicides on this team, and I think
it’s attributed to the clinicians and their work on the team. But when you have dealt
with someone and their family and they suicide it’s pretty heartbreaking.”
Another difficulty Hazel had experienced was working with limited resources.
“I think that there’s a frustration systemically” she explained, “the resources in this
field are always limited.” Mental health was certainly political and “down the rung as
opposed to physical health.” This was a major annoyance for Hazel. “Well there’s
been some changes lately, but there was a period of about two years where I thought
… it was probably the only reason for why I’d want to leave the job. And that was
mainly around dealing with emergency departments because there weren’t enough
beds in state hospitals. It could be very much conflict ridden and a stress. You get on
the phone and they’re questioning why you want to put this person in a bed. And
clinicians lying, manipulating situations because they were so stressed about the lack
of beds; it just creates a lot of animosity.” Thankfully, there was now “a more
transparent process in place” and the situation had improved enough to allow Hazel
to remain in the job. v
Another thing I was keen to ask Hazel about was the response she received
when she told people about her work. The usual reaction, she admitted, was “‘Oh you
must be such an amazing person to do that kind of work, wow!’ One of the other
things that you get often,” she added, “is that they will inevitably talk about a family
member or a friend or a relative or someone who has a mental illness, who has had
contact with mental health services or even in the private system. It’s amazing.” She
paused, then remembered something else. “Or someone will ask you for advice. I
mean there’ve been people who, for example, at my husband’s work, where they’ve
said, ‘I met Hazel through blah blah blah, and we’re having lots of difficulty with my
nephew at the moment. Gee do you think she could give us a call and give us some
advice?’” I was surprised by this. Hazel explained that she thought the reason it
happened was partly to do with the public’s lack of knowledge of mental health
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issues. “I think that, you know, so much mental illness goes undiagnosed and we’ve
experienced this, where families have dealt with someone who’s been mentally ill
year after year and just put up with their behaviour.” While awareness had improved,
Hazel thought the stigma surrounding mental health was still strong. “I think things
have changed,” she told me, “but I still think there’s a long way to go.”
As we came to the end of the interview I asked Hazel how her job had
changed her. “It’s made me a much more skilful clinician,” she answered carefully,
“but I guess along with that I’ve become much more confident. I think as a clinician
on the team you’re seen as, I guess senior, and very much people look to you to
consult. So we’re recognised, without being big-headed. I suppose, we’re seen as
people who are highly experienced.” She gazed down at the road below, thinking for
a moment. “I think that my work and my identity has actually become a very major
part of my life since I started in mental health.” She now looked forward to going to
work. “I don’t think I’ve been able to say that all my life,” she said, with a grin. “I
actually enjoy going to work and so many people don’t, you know? And they go to
work and they just work for the weekend, and sometimes I work on the weekend, and
I don’t mind!”

“‘This is not work, this is fun!’”
LINDA, Cruise Manager, 41

Linda had recently started working on a tourist boat. She had spent the past few years
working in various hospitality jobs and trying to establish her own massage business.
With little success and suffering from depression, Linda decided to rent out her house
in the suburbs of Melbourne and move to a town on the border between Victoria and
New South Wales. Linda called this her “tree change.” In search of new
opportunities, the job she found was just what Linda had been looking for.
To talk to Linda I took a drive, a little over three hours north of Melbourne, to
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her new home. Meeting me at her front door, she was eager to show me the house and
tell me about her new job. Linda was working on a cruising restaurant owned by
friends of her family. She started casually, working as a waitress and “helping out”
until it developed into a full-time job. Her role, she explained, was “Technically
restaurant and cruising manager. So it basically means I look after the boat when it’s
going out for a cruise, look after the staff and yeah,” she shrugged, “just make sure
everything runs smoothly, that all the customers are happy, that all the meals go out
and then pitch in and help, wash dishes. So I do it all. We also do a courtesy bus
service, so if I have to I’ll go and pick people up.” Linda had been friendly with the
family who owned the business almost all her life. Knowing that she had experience
in the hospitality industry, they had been glad to have her input and recently she had
even been helping them with marketing, trying to grow the business. “Because they
know all my background, it was ‘You can do it all, you go for it, you know what
you’re doing!’” She laughed. “It kinda worked well for me and they’re loving it so,
yeah.”
Linda found it quite amusing that she was back to working in hospitality
again. “My plan was to do some mobile massage and fitness along those lines, that’s
what I thought my interest was, but hospitality gets you in and there’s no escaping!”
Over the years Linda had worked in a number of different areas. Her first job was in a
bank where she stayed for a decade. “I never thought I’d be in the bank for ten years,”
she told me. “It was okay, and then ’cause I had different roles in the bank, it sort of
made it go a bit quicker.” Linda never really enjoyed the job and when the
opportunity came to take a redundancy package she jumped at the chance. “I was
working at a branch where I didn’t really like the manager and I just was over it by
then. My next step up was to be branch manager and that had no appeal whatsoever.
That was what I call my mid-life crisis at thirty!” She joked. “I hated the bank so it
was just time to do something else. I was never sales orientated which was what the
bank wants, so, yeah, I was glad to get out and try something a bit different.” The
hospitality industry appealed to her, so Linda began a commercial cookery course,
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with the aim of becoming a chef. This didn’t work out. “I tried a couple of kitchens
and I didn’t like it,” she admitted. “But I’m still in hospitality and I can’t escape it! I
think I’m always going to be in hospitality in some way.” I asked Linda what she
meant by this. “My long-term aim was, and still is, to have a B&B, so I’ve sort of
worked towards that in general things, worked in hospitality, at an Italian restaurant,
at a café, worked in massage, because I thought that’s all part of it. There were a
couple of good jobs that I didn’t mind doing—being hospitality it was always a bit
patchy so I had a couple of different ones on the go most of the time.” The best of
these jobs was working at a sports stadium. “It was never sorta like work, ’cause you
got to watch a bit of the footy and hang out with the atmosphere so that was alright.”
Linda also did some volunteer work. Prompted by a death in the family, she became
involved with a charity organization that funded medical research. She had organized
a number of fundraising events and found the work satisfying.
While she enjoyed her volunteer work, Linda eventually became tired of her
paid work in jobs that were just “all right.” She decided to try something new and
train as a massage therapist. “I changed, always a change!” she said laughing. Linda
completed the massage training without any problems, but when she started working
on clients she found it hard to contain her emotions. At that time she was suffering
from “a mild case of depression, stress-related, financial” and she found her job was
not helping. “Dealing with, like not coping with this role, the depression is getting the
best of me, but I’ll be crying as well. They do say massage releases all this emotion,
but to be the therapist that’s got the emotion going through you is not a pretty picture.
So I didn’t survive that very long.” It was her depression that prompted Linda’s move
to the country. She told me about making the decision to move. “So when things
weren’t going to plan in Melbourne and I wasn’t liking what I was doing it was
evaluate, pack-up and move. I thought what do I really wanna do? What am I doing?
How can I change my situation to get out of the depression ’cause I don’t wanna take
medication. And I always thought I’d be in this town when I retired, so why not go
now?”
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Linda organized to lease her house in Melbourne and found a property to rent
in the town. “I sort of thought, I can only do it as a trial, I’ve got nothing to lose. I
thought if I don’t like it, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I can pack up and move
back home, but yeah I loved it.” Since the move Linda had had no regrets. “I’ve got a
really great job,” she said smiling. “I wouldn’t change my job now.” She had even
sold her house in Melbourne and was looking to buy somewhere local. I asked Linda
why she liked her job so much. “My role now, it doesn’t seem like work at all when
we cruise,” she answered. “You know, you see people there and they’re having a
good time, singing along, so yeah, that’s when they’re smaller cruises. When they’re
huge cruises, you just run constantly!” When the boat was busy, Linda admitted, the
job could be stressful but generally it was fun. “A bit of a party atmosphere.” This
was a big change from previous workplaces. “Heaps better atmosphere,” Linda said
emphatically. “Just because, like, you’re on the river, it’s relaxing, you’ve got a
captive audience, so you know people are relaxed and most of them are on holidays.
They’re just out for the chill out and the good time.” Linda felt she was well suited to
this environment as she was able to stay relaxed under pressure. “I just go with the
flow,” she told me. “I do crack the shits now and then, but sometimes you need to
crack the shits, but that’s it you crack ’em and get on with it, you crack ’em and it’s
gone!” She laughed, then continued. “You can’t be moody, I worked with a girl, she’s
one of my best friends, but she can be very moody and working in confined spaces
with her, it’s like ‘You’re doing this wrong, you’re doing this wrong,’ and you’re like
‘Can I do anything right today!’ And when you spend half your shift just trying to
cheer somebody up that’s in a bad mood, that just brings you down a little bit. ‘Just
get over it, just work!’”
Later in the interview, Linda returned to the question of what she found so
satisfying about working on the boat. “It’s just seeing everybody have a good time
and enjoy their meal,” she explained. This was also the appeal of owning a B&B.
“Just, you know the hospitality side of it … I love having people come to stay and
you know just showing people around.” Eventually, Linda thought that she would
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pursue her goal and start her own business, but she wasn’t in a hurry to do so. “But
I’m just, yeah, in a good place at the moment, we’ll just see how that pans out, who
knows what’s around the corner? There might be a few other things for me to try in
the meantime. Just wait and see.” Finally, I asked Linda what she would do if she
won the lottery. Would she continue to work on the boat? “Actually I would keep
working,” she replied. “I’d be bored shitless in two weeks … I am one of these
people that has to be busy, I like to be busy, and I actually had this dream not long
after I started working here that I bought the boat, and when I told the owners they
were just so over-the-moon excited! So if I won the lottery I think I’d invest in the
boat and keep working, and maybe go on a holiday and let the family retire and take
over. Basically what I’m doing now, but, you know, for the fun of it.” Saying this,
Linda was reminded of something a customer on the cruise had said to her. “This guy
I treated as a massage therapist in Melbourne was on a cruise. Come the end of the
night he goes, ‘This is not work, this is fun!’ and I went ‘Exactly, this is why I’m
here. This beats massage hands down!’” “Literally,” I added, miming rubbing
someone’s shoulders then dropping my hands. “Yeah” Linda laughed. “I mean I’m
still on my feet thirteen hours a day but it’s fun.” Reflecting on the move, she
concluded “I don’t regret what I’ve done, I’m a big believer in you’ve gotta try it to
see if you like it. And I’m happy with everything that I’ve tried and some have
worked and some haven’t. That’s life.”

REVIEW
Unlike the interviewees in the previous chapter, Hazel and Linda had, at the
beginning of their careers, been willing to continue working in jobs that they disliked
for many years. Hazel had remained in a job she found “boring” because of the
influence of her family. It was not expected that she pursue a career and her mother
hoped that she would start a family. Hazel felt that she should carry on with her job,
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rather than try to find something more fulfilling. Linda spent a decade working in a
bank, even though she “hated” it. During this period the best she could hope for, in
terms of job satisfaction, was that the time at work passed quickly. In her early years
she did not have the sense of entitlement to a stimulating job that was characteristic
of the individuals in Chapter Three.
Eventually Hazel and Linda could no longer ignore their discontent and when
they had found the confidence to leave their jobs, they felt liberated. They then had to
make decisions about the kind of work they wanted to pursue. Each began to
gravitate toward a certain sector. For Hazel, this was a conscious process. She had
always considered herself to be a “nurturing” person and thought that she would
enjoy work that involved “caring” for people. For Linda the path was not so clear.
She worked in a number of hospitality jobs, most of which were just “all right”. After
an unsuccessful stint as a massage therapist she returned, resignedly, to working in
cafés and restaurants. Although she spoke of there being “no escape” from
hospitality, now that she was working on the boat and enjoying herself, Linda was
beginning to form a narrative which connected her work to her sense of self.
Each of Linda’s various jobs could be linked back to her desire to help people
“relax”. Linda saw herself as being laid-back, she was never moody and was willing
to take on any task; this made her a good hostess. Her current role, as a cruising
manager, made the most of these skills and her previous work experience. Her
contribution to the business was valued and she was gradually being given more
responsibility. Like Phillip (Research Manager, 30) it was the feeling that she was
needed, that she would be missed if she were absent, that brought Linda the most
satisfaction.
Hazel, in her role on the psychiatric outreach team, was also seen as
experienced and her opinion was highly valued. She had worked her way up to the
“pinnacle” of her profession and was now in a position of great responsibility. Work
and education had increased her “confidence” and she no longer doubted herself.
Again, this was similar to Phillip’s experience, who had found that his job had
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“boosted” his self-esteem. Although Hazel’s occupation was “fairly ego-driven”, she
did not believe that she or any of her colleagues were in it for the glory. Working in
mental-health was “exhausting” and it required a genuine concern for the welfare of
others. Like other interviewees who worked in high-pressure jobs, Hazel also found
the work “addictive”, but the fulfilment came from being able to “care” for those in
need.
Both Hazel and Linda had once counted the minutes at work, eagerly awaiting
the end of their shift. Now, for the first time in her life, Hazel looked forward to
going to work and was happy to do extra on weekends. Similarly, Linda suggested
that even if she did not need the money, she would continue to work on the boat “for
the fun of it”, and perhaps invest in the business. Despite this commitment, Linda did
not rule out the idea of trying something new. Her working life had been
characterised by frequent change and although she was currently in a “good place”,
she had obviously considered the possibility that this may not last. Hazel had also
made a number of career changes over the years but, now that she was a part of the
psychiatric outreach team, she intended to continue doing the work that she “loved.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

“Old-fashioned” Vocation
ELEANOR, Teacher, 60
TIM, Farrier, 29

This chapter considers the narratives of two interviewees who believed
that a lifelong commitment to an occupation was the key to fulfilment. Eleanor
had always known that she wanted to teach. Her work allowed her to “make a
difference” in the lives of her students and she felt an obligation to “give back” to
her community. She understood vocation as being a life-task that the individual
had a duty to fulfil and suggested that this interpretation was perhaps “oldfashioned”. Tim also thought that his attitudes toward work were outdated. He
believed in taking his time and doing a job properly. He prided himself on always
honouring his commitments and, through his own example, was teaching his
apprentices the importance of dedication and respect.

“Teaching has given me a sense of service”
ELEANOR, Teacher, 60

Eleanor had recently retired from her job as a careers’ councillor at a local high
school. Throughout her career she had felt an obligation to “give back” to the
community and she intended to continue to fulfil this duty in her retirement.
I met Eleanor in the afternoon at her house in Melbourne’s Eastern
suburbs. She came to the door dressed in track pants and a T-shirt. She had been
to the gym—a luxury, she explained, that she had never had time for while
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teaching. She ushered me into the house and we sat in a small sitting room to talk.
“I only ever wanted to be a teacher,” Eleanor began. “It probably started to
become something in my mind when I was at primary school, I think I have a
memory of it being around Grade Two. For what reason I don’t know, maybe I
liked the order of a classroom, I just liked working with people and kids. Even
then I was quite comfortable working with other people.” Eleanor had childhood
memories of playing “school” at home, pretending to be a teacher. Part of the
reason she was drawn to teaching was that she had had excellent teachers at
school. “They may have been a role model or somebody I looked towards,” she
explained. “Mainly men in those days, good men, some very kind, gentle men.”
Eleanor’s family did not support her in her choice of profession. “I was
born in 1947,” she told me. “And that time, it was expected that I’d get married
and have children, you know, ‘Why would you wanna go on and do that if you’re
only gonna get married.’ That was the era I grew up in, and I was from a working
class background. My father was a grocer, my mother worked until she had
children and then she stayed home. It really wasn’t understood and I had to battle
to go on and be a teacher.” i While most of her friends left school at fourteen,
Eleanor stayed on and went to teacher’s college. Although her family were
resistant, she was certain she had chosen the right path. “I can’t imagine myself
doing anything else. It did cross my mind a couple of times to do hairdressing,
when I was at school thinking this is getting tough. I worked in a shop in the
holidays, but never really wanted to do that. Teaching was something that was
always there.” Struggling with the strict discipline, and with no encouragement
from her family, Eleanor failed her first year of college, although her practical
reports were excellent. She decided to take a year off. “But I still had this desire to
teach. I don’t think you realize until you’ve lost something that you want it. I had
time to reflect. I just worked in an office and it was enjoyable for a year, but I
really couldn’t imagine myself doing that for any longer. It was just a job.”
Fortunately, Eleanor was accepted by a catholic school, which was impressed by
her practical reports, to do a kind of apprenticeship. “I was under the supervision
of another teacher, and I had a class. I was really thrown in and it was fabulous,”
she said smiling. “I have a feeling that I was sort of a natural teacher. I had no
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difficulty in the classroom; I loved the kids. I had Grade One; they loved me. A
big class 45 kids, and it was great fun.” Having had some teaching experience,
Eleanor went overseas and worked for a couple of years before returning to
Melbourne and finishing her training. She was registered to teach in 1968.
Eleanor had mentioned that, for her, working in an office was “just a job.”
I asked her what she saw as the difference between a job and a career. “A career
gives a lot of fulfilment,” she answered. “It probably gives a deeper meaning to
your life. I look upon my teaching career as a vocation; it was something that was
very, very important to me. And just today I saw a mum of a student I had in
Grade Two who’s now forty, and we both laughed about the time he ran off on
me! I think that’s what the difference is. If you still meet people who remember
you as their teacher, who will call out to you, say hello, have a chat, be part of the
community. I think that’s the difference … with a job you just come and go.” In
Eleanor’s opinion, to be a good teacher, you need to be involved. “It’s a difficult
job,” she told me. “You have to love kids, and have a belief that you’re doing
something important. It’s not a job you can just walk out and shut the door on. ii
For some young people, teachers and school are the only stable things in their
lives. Good teachers aren’t just about teaching the curriculum. It’s also about life
and for parents too ...” She went on tell me about the mother of a Grade Six boy
whose marriage had ended; she had collapsed and cried in Eleanor’s arms.
For teachers today, though, Eleanor did not think there was enough time to
get involved. “I look back on my teaching, I think there’s a lot of pressures now
… You know reporting. It really is a high-pressure job, so therefore you don’t
have the time for all those other important things, and I think that where the
change is. There’s accountability, pressure for kids to perform, for schools to
perform, technology. When I was first teaching we wrote the reports by hand;
now it’s all ‘Upload it! Download it!’ you’ve got to keep up with it.” Towards the
end of her career Eleanor was out of the classroom working as a career counsellor,
but she could still see the pressure her colleagues were under. She didn’t think she
would want to be starting a teaching career in these conditions. iii There had also
been positive changes, like smaller classes, but for this to benefit students,
Eleanor argued, there also had to be good teachers. “We have to attract good
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people,” she said. “Not somebody just going into it for a job, which I’ve seen.
And I’ve seen some appalling teachers. And pay them properly!” she added. “A
lot of kids would say, ‘But it doesn’t make enough money.’ I could see a lot of
young people choosing careers based on money. Which in my era just wasn’t even
something to consider. The dollars come into it a lot now.”
Over her career Eleanor had taught prep classes through to careers in Year
12. She had taught an adult literacy TAFE (technical and further education)
course and had supervised trainee teachers in early childhood development, “so I
probably have seen the full circle.” Eleanor had enjoyed the different roles and
found that the changes were “important as part of my own professional growth.”
At one stage, her husband had suggested that she apply for a principal’s position,
but Eleanor was not keen. “It really wasn’t me,” she explained, “I’m more of
somebody that’s with children. I’m not an administrator; it wouldn’t have been
me at all.” Towards the end of the interview we talked about retirement. Eleanor
was enjoying it. “It’s the first time I’ve been home in all my teaching. There was
no Family Leave when I started teaching. When I had my first child thirty years
ago I think after four weeks I went part-time teaching. Financially, I couldn’t be
home. I was part-time until the youngest was three.” She continued: “I think one
of you has to step back. I don’t think both of you can really want to advance in
your career and raise a couple of kids. Well, I couldn’t have done it. So one of us
had to step back a bit, and it didn’t have to be me, but I chose it to be me. So I was
home for the kids, they had their friends over, we went on holidays, they had
home cooked meals. Our goal was to raise three good kids, we both couldn’t have
been chasing something. I think I struck a good balance. I really worked hard at
not bringing work home. Some people don’t have the balance, or their job doesn’t
let them have the balance, or they don’t take control of it. And I think once you
start chasing the dollar, the balance will go out.”
Now that she had retired, one thing Eleanor was particularly enjoying was
getting a good night’s sleep. “I’m now sleeping through the night,” she told me.
“When I was teaching I would wake many nights at three in the morning and be
awake until five or six. I’m realizing it does weigh on you, you’re thinking of the
day ahead, I’ve gotta get two hundred kids off to an excursion, or I’ve got a Parent
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Night on tomorrow night. It does sit there. So I’m just loving retirement.” While
she was enjoying herself, Eleanor suspected that her friends were concerned about
how she was coping with the transition. The phone had rung a number of times
during our discussion, and although she had not answered it, Eleanor guessed that
it is was people checking up on her. “You know, after forty years teaching,” she
explained with a laugh. “But I didn’t do cold turkey. The last two years I dropped
down to four days a week, so I eased into it and I think that really helped.” iv Since
finishing work, Eleanor had found plenty of things to keep her busy. She had
joined a gym, been active in local council fighting for a community issue and was
planning a trip overseas. “I don’t look upon retirement as a stopping,” she told
me. “I’m looking upon retirement as, ‘Hey, this is an opportunity to move in
another direction.’”
As we concluded the interview, Eleanor told me about some of her plans.
After her trip overseas, she had organized to do volunteer work with
disadvantaged children. She explained why. “I think I’ve still got a lot to offer and
I like young people. I like working in schools. I’ve made all my best friends in
staff rooms. And that’s another thing about teaching, it’s not just about the
classroom, it’s the camaraderie among the staff, the sense of community in the
workplace.” She continued, “I have a strong belief that it’s time for me to give
back. And I think I have been giving in my teaching. But now I can give back
without all the trappings of having to be employed. I think as an older person, yes,
it’s part of an obligation to give back.” This sense of obligation was something
Eleanor had felt throughout her career. “Teaching has given me a sense of service,
I look at teaching as serving, and I don’t think I would have got that in another
job. I think it is that old-fashioned thing of service vocation.”

“I found my thing, I stick to it, I become good at it”
TIM, Farrier, 29

I had been told that Tim was a blacksmith, but more accurately he is farrier,
which, he explained, “basically means I shoe horses.” Tim ran his own business
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and because of the heavy workload he had been finding it difficult to spend
enough time with his family. Proving himself was a recurring theme in his story.
Aware of the low status his occupation held, he hoped to improve the image of his
the trade by working hard and not “letting people down”.
I Interviewed Tim at his home in a town on Melbourne’s outer-suburban
fringe. His services were in great demand, he had been working six days a week.
Recently, though, he had suffered an injury. Kicked by a horse, his arm was in a
sling while it healed. His apprentice had taken on the day’s workload, leaving Tim
free to be interviewed. When I arrived at his house I was introduced to his wife
Danielle, their toddling son Sam, and two very energetic Labradors. It was a
noisy, happy house. We sat down at the kitchen table with mugs of tea to chat.
Tim first explained what a farrier does. Part of his job is the actual forging of tools
and the shaping of horseshoes. Although Tim can make horseshoes from scratch,
most shoes used nowadays are machine manufactured which is more cost
effective. The other part of the job is fitting the shoes to the horse. As Tim put it,
“what I do is very simple … the horse is designed to run, all I do is try and aid it.”
All of Tim’s business comes from “word of mouth”. There was no point
advertising, he explained, since “Reputation in this industry is everything: You
can be cheap or expensive, it doesn’t really matter, as long as your reputation is
good you will keep getting work.” And there was plenty of work, business was
booming and he had been run off his feet. He had taken on one apprentice and
was looking at employing a second to keep up with demand.
Tim had very little knowledge of horses growing up. He had his first
introduction at seventeen. His girlfriend, (now wife), Danielle, was working at a
stable and Tim got to know her farrier, who offered him an apprenticeship. Tim
had just finished high school. He was thinking of going to university to do
accounting but had decided it wasn’t really what he wanted to do and was “just
applying for jobs randomly.” Although Tim was a complete novice with horses,
he had a feeling that he would be suited to the job. He had always been interested
in animals and how things work. “Mum came from a farming background,” he
told me. “Every school holidays I was up there … I followed my grandpa around
like a little dog, annoyed and pestered him and asked him ‘Why?’ and ‘How?’
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I’ve always been like that, always wanting to know more, ‘Why this works? How
that works? What’s going on here?’” He managed a quick gulp of tea, “So, I think
from an early age I was destined to do something like this. The job was offered, I
took it with both hands and really ran with it.” Initially, though, he struggled. “I
was basically retarded at it, I really was,” he chuckled. “It’s so unnatural!” Tim
was so terrible, in fact, that some of the stable owners took bets on how long he
would last. I asked him what made it so difficult. “It’s one of the trades, in this
day and age, where they’ve never been able to design a machine or a computer or
something that can do your job for you,” he explained. “You’ve gotta bend over
and do it manually. And as well as that you’ve actually gotta pick up on the little
nuances or idiosyncrasies of the horse to be able to get the job right, and that’s the
hardest part. Basically, yeah, it’s just a lot of practice over a lot of years … You
can do a lot of watching, but basically you gotta get in there and do it yourself.”
Eventually he got the hang of the job, and although injuries were common, he had
never considered doing any other kind of work. “I enjoy the lifestyle and I enjoy
doing what I do too much. So, even if I did get hurt, I’d probably still go back to
doing something with it, I wouldn’t be able to give it away completely.” Tim
believed that being “stable” was a key element of success. “I don’t think I could
be going from one job to another and be a happy person,” he told me. “I think,
you know, you get one thing, I found my thing, I stick to it, I become good at it
and become successful at it.”
Tim had mentioned that he enjoyed “the lifestyle” his job provided. I
asked him to explain what he meant by this. “When you work with horses and
with horse people,” he began, “a lot of them are so relaxed and laid-back. It’s not
a busy bustling industry it’s more ‘Well, the horses will do what they do in their
own time.’” He compared this “laid-back” way of life to the “hustle and bustle” of
the city. “I’m probably a bit old-fashioned, being in the industry I’m in,” he
admitted. “I’m around older people a lot. This whole new city style of living has
completely bypassed me. I can’t … I struggle to function in that society now, I
struggle to talk to them, I don’t know even how to put it. It just seems to have
changed. It’s a different culture now. I don’t see myself getting into this style of
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living. I mean they’ve all got this fashion sense now, it’s just beyond me. When it
bypassed me I don’t know, but it’s beyond.”
Something else that contributed to Tim’s “lifestyle” was being selfemployed. He liked being able to choose his own hours. “I’m not at the grindstone
all the time, punching out numbers clocking on and clocking off.” He adjusted his
arm in the sling. “I do what I like, when I like.” Tim rarely made use of this
freedom, often working six or seven days a week, “I had my buck’s do on a
Sunday and then went to work on a Monday!” He laughed. “It’s just I couldn’t
help myself, I had to be there, I had to do something.” I asked Tim why he
thought he felt compelled to work so hard. “I guess I can’t help myself but try and
be successful” he suggested. “I’ve had plenty of conversations with all sorts of
people about what is success. It gets pretty philosophical at times. I s’pose
working with animals all the time you get bored and your brain starts to wander. I
mean I’m a very successful person, I’ve got a wife and a child and I’m happy and
all the rest of it, but I still can’t help myself. I’ve gotta go to work and earn the
money I think I should be earning. I can’t walk away from a job unfinished, and I
think that’s what gives me a better reputation as a farrier than most. I won’t walk
away. I try not to let people down, you know, I’m always at it.” Tim doubted he
would have this commitment if he had gone into a different job, “I think I would
have struggled, I think I would have turned out like my brother and had twelve
jobs in twelve years. Nothing ever grabs his brain and stimulates him. I think I’d
be similar, I need to be constantly stimulated with what I do and I think that’s why
I love doing what I do so much there’s always a different horse, there’s always a
different challenge.”
Another of Tim’s guiding principles was to keep his promises and always
finish a job properly. “I suppose my one biggest fear is letting people down,” he
admitted. “I hate people thinking badly of me.” His principle was to live as if he
was happy with himself, and then “everyone else will be.” “So if I know I’ve done
everything in my power to get it right and somebody else doesn’t think so, well
there’s nothing more I can do. But even when they say that, you still feel bad
about it.” Was it a kind of, nagging guilt type feeling I suggested. “That’s it!” Tim
agreed. “And I’m a sucker for it, I hate it.”
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Lately, though, Tim had been feeling the pressure of meeting all his
obligations and had tried to cut back. “Most days I get up looking forward to it,”
he sighed. “But it’s when I get too busy, too stressed, I struggle severely.” He
glanced out the window at his son playing the garden. “I was just travelling too
far, working too many hours, and I was just getting destroyed. As much as I was
enjoying doing what I was doing, it was just too much. I started to stress that I
wasn’t gonna get there and I was gonna let these people down, and rather than let
them down I thought I’d better be proactive, make the phone calls, get rid of it
before I actually do have a nervous breakdown or something. I was working
fourteen, fifteen hours a day, travelling everywhere and never being at home.”
Tim was concerned that he wasn’t spending enough time with his family. “I come
home exhausted,” he told me. “I want more of that balance there, but it’ll take
time.”
At the beginning of the interview Tim had said that to cope with the
workload he had taken on an apprentice and was looking for a second. A good
apprentice, he told me, was hard to find. “It’s a very difficult manual job, and I
don’t know whether kids have changed over the years, but there just doesn’t seem
to be as many wanting to do it these days.” I asked him what he thought was
lacking. “The dedication, the get up and go. I think they’ve been so spoilt, society,
technology, shorter school hours … One of the kids we tried out recently, he still
eats five times a day like a little puppy dog, like they do at school, that’s what
we’ve bred into our kids. After two hours he’s gotta eat, whereas if I miss lunch,
well I miss lunch!” Despite the difficulties he had had with apprentices, Tim
found seeing them improve satisfying. “It’s amazing to actually watch them
develop and grow.” Later in the interview, when I asked him what the most
satisfying part of his job was, he answered that until taking on apprentices he
would have said “Just the joy of getting a horse right … or fixing something that
the vet said was unfixable. But I think the most satisfying thing now is having
apprentices and seeing them mature. Like the apprentice I’ve got at the minute, he
knew nothing about life. He was a good horseman, and he’s gonna be a good
tradesman, but it was life-skills that he really lacked. And as we’ve moved along,
I mean he struggled to read and write, and now he’s really improved. Through
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simple things like making him read invoices, without forcing him to do it, I’m not
trying to educate him, I’m just trying to help him along. And now he’s been with
me three years, and I know I could ring him up tomorrow and ask him to do me a
favour. He’d be here in a second because he’s just got that respect thing. And I
think that’s the most satisfying part now, yeah.”
It was important to Tim that his apprentice had learnt to treat others with
respect, as he knew what it was like to be looked down on and treated poorly. “It’s
so difficult dealing with some of those people and I really find it hard,” he told
me, referring to the stable owners who were his clients. “I mean, class distinction
in Australia is not bad, but you’ve got your rich and you’ve got your poor and I’m
a tradesman, I’m sort of a blue-collared worker or whatever they call me and these
so-called rich people really struggle to talk to me, especially when I’m working,
and I hate it! While I’m working, while I’m dirty, while I’m under their horse, I’m
not worth talking to. Yet put a suit on, have a shower, go to the races, they’re
more than happy to talk to me.” Tim had tried to make his clients understand how
complex his job is. “I try and get them to understand that I’m more than just a
simpleton. A farrier’s got a very bad reputation of being quite simple because
people who become farriers are usually school drop-outs, that’s just a
generalization, a big generalization. I also want them to understand that I’m not
just there bending over shoeing a horse, I’m actually there trying to learn and
understand myself and getting them to realise that I’m not a complete pickle. I’m
a qualified tradesman, I’ve finished school (and that surprises a lot of people), I
can read and write; I can probably spell better than most of these trainers, but
getting them to understand that … you get pigeon-holed as a farrier and that’s it.”
Barely drawing breath, he continued, “It’s the age thing as well. I’m twentyseven, I run my own business, I’m very successful at it and yet a lot of the people
I work for are forty, fifty; they still struggle to see the fact that at my age I can be
successful. They’re probably thinking, ‘This young fella’s gonna struggle’ or
‘This young fella’s off being lazy.’ As soon as I’m not in their place they just
assume I’m not working. Even though I’m constantly working, that thought
process is, ‘Well he’s not here where is he? He must be down the pub or at
home.’”
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Tim had initially had similar difficulties dealing with vets; now, however,
he felt he had earned their respect. “With the vets, they’re normally a bit older by
the time they’re finished; they’ve got a lot more study … they sort of look down
their nose a bit … But now I’ve got ten or twelve vets I could ring tomorrow and
ask their opinion and they’d give it as an opinion, not as a lecture.” In building a
good reputation, Tim hoped he could improve the image of the farrier. “I suppose
put him up on the pedestal a bit. Make people understand that our job is very
difficult and that when you’re good at it, you are good at it. We’re professionals,
we’re trained to do it; let us do our job, not stuff us around and make us feel very
small.” v
Tim had found that he very rarely received any recognition from his
clients when he had done a good job. He thought this was partly because the
results of his work didn’t last long. “As a plumber or a carpenter, once you build a
house the house is there, and that’s it, it’ll stay up, say for thirty years, and they’ll
say ‘That was well-built that house.’” But “as a farrier, at this one particular
stable, I shoe ninety horses, and they need to be done every four weeks, so that’s
twelve times a year. So they’ll always remember that one bad job, the one that
sticks in their mind or the one that wasn’t quite right. Not the 85 other good jobs I
did, and that’s where you struggle. I think it’s a pretty good strike rate, but people
want it to be perfect.” While he acknowledged that it was natural for his
customers to want each job to be perfect, Tim found it frustrating that they would
not give his apprentice the chance to improve his skills. “The only way he’s gonna
learn is by doing it,” he explained. “But the trainers don’t want him to do it. So
many things can go wrong. Too much off the foot, they’ll be sore; if you get it on
the wrong angle it might interfere with their other legs.” I replied that this was the
same problem apprentice hairdressers have. Tim nodded. “It’s surprising, when I
was going to hairdressers, as an apprentice, I actually started getting the
apprentices to cut my hair. It was a simple protest. ‘Let them do it. It’s only my
head I don’t really care, I’ll put a hat on!’ She’s gotta learn somewhere.”
Before concluding the interview, I asked Tim about his plans for the
future. In the short-term he was looking at buying a property, a farm where he
could have horses come to him. And in the long-term? “Just to be happy, I don’t
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want millions, I just want to be comfortable. To be able to live day to day without
having to worry.” So what would happen if he won the lottery? Again this was
something Tim had thought about and discussed with his apprentice. “Would I
stop working? Probably for a week, then it would drive me insane,” he said,
taking the empty mugs to the kitchen. “I’d have to do something. I’d probably
pick and choose what I wanted to do, cut back. Still get the same property, set it
up properly.”

REVIEW

Both Eleanor and Tim believed that they had been “destined” to work in their
chosen occupations. Eleanor was a “natural” teacher; she had immediately felt
comfortable in the classroom and as a child she had played “school”. Tim also
looked back to his childhood for signs of vocational aptitude. From an early age
he had been interested in how things worked, and although it took him some time
to master his craft, he could no longer imagine himself doing any other kind of
work. He argued that, in order to be successful, it was important to “stick” to one
occupation. He suspected that individuals who continually moved from one job to
another would have difficulty finding fulfilment.
Eleanor had never considered moving into a different field. She
understood teaching as being a lifelong commitment and she intended to continue
working in education, as a volunteer, in her retirement. Her career had given a
“deeper meaning” to her life. She often saw former students who remembered her
and she felt that she was “part” of the community. She had always tried to make
an “impression” on students, which went beyond teaching them the curriculum. A
good teacher, she argued, had to take the time to get to know students and their
families and they must believe that what they were doing was important.
Although she could have applied for more senior positions like school principal,
Eleanor had chosen to remain in roles where she was able to interact with
students. She saw herself as someone who was “with children” and not as an
administrator. The increase in salary had not been a consideration, and she
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believed that once you started “chasing the dollar” it would lead to problems.
Another consideration was that her work allowed her to spend enough time with
her children. While she loved her job, Eleanor had been careful to strike a
“balance” between her work and family commitments.
Tim was having difficulty finding this balance. On the one hand he felt
compelled to provide the best service that he could for his clients, and on the other
he wanted to spend more time at home with his young son. Although it was
important to him that he was “successful” in business, this did not simply mean
financial success. Like Eleanor, rather than being motivated by money, Tim was
more concerned that he was doing his job well. He would never leave a job
unfinished and did his best to honour all his commitments. Aware of both the low
status of his occupation and the assumptions people made about his age, Tim felt
that he had to prove his intelligence and dedication. He was hoping to pass on
these traits to his apprentices and had begun to find this mentor role even more
satisfying than the “joy” of fixing a horse.
Tim found that he was “constantly stimulated” by his work and thought
that this was what prevented him from becoming “bored.” In this respect, he is
similar to the interviewees in the previous chapters. Although he felt removed
from the “hustle and bustle” of the corporate world, Tim still got a “buzz” from
his work. Similarly, Eleanor had been careful to slowly cut back on work, instead
of going “cold turkey.” For forty years her work had provided her with a “high”
that it was difficult to walk away from. Her retirement would not be a “stopping”
but an opportunity to make a difference to people without being hampered by the
“trappings” of paid-work.

87

CHAPTER SIX

“Making a Difference”
OLIVIA, Lawyer, 33
RACHEL, Project Manager, 35
FIONA, Call Centre Technical Specialist, 32
CINDY, Accountant, 29

This chapter focuses on four interviewees who were concerned that they were doing
something that was improving the lives of others. This meant either contributing to
the public good, caring for their families, or both. Olivia had quit her well-paid
corporate position and was now volunteering for a human rights organization. Rachel
relied on her volunteer activities to provide her with the kind of fulfilment that she
was lacking in her paid work and also to contribute to her children’s wellbeing. For
Fiona, providing for her family was more important than her own job satisfaction.
And finally, Cindy who had once devoted herself to her work, was now focussed on
“making a difference” in her daughter’s life.
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“I always thought ‘They know I don’t belong here’”
OLIVIA, Lawyer, 33

Olivia had begun her career as a corporate lawyer but had eventually decided that this
was not the path she really wanted to take. She was now completing a PhD in human
rights law and tutoring at university. She also worked on a voluntary basis for a large
international non-government organization. She told me the story of her move to the
“other side.”
I interviewed Olivia in her office at the university where she was teaching.
Because of her numerous commitments, it had taken weeks to organize a convenient
time to meet. When I arrived she was on the phone but gestured for me to move the
books on the chair opposite her desk and sit down. After the introductions, I began by
asking Olivia when she had decided that she wanted to become a lawyer. “When I
was really little,” she replied hesitantly, “I feel like a real nerd, it’s really weird to
talk about yourself!” With a little prompting, she continued, “I’m an only child and I
spent a lot of time around adults when I was growing up, and listened to a lot of
conversations about ‘This is what’s wrong with the world’ and ‘All these things are
terrible’ and whatever, and I thought people should stop complaining and actually do
something about it and that law was a good way to actually do something about it.”
After high school, Olivia completed a double degree in arts/law, majoring in politics
and philosophy. She did her articles, in effect a year-long apprenticeship, with a large
corporate law firm in Melbourne. After articles, Olivia applied for various jobs. She
received offers from Legal Aid and the Office of Public Prosecution: “So from the
other side.” She considered these offers but in the end decided to refuse. “It was all a
bit scary,” she explained. “And they don’t pay very well. My dad said, ‘I can’t
believe you’d go back to earning very little money, you’ve got a law degree you
should be paid better than that.’”
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While her father was anxious that Olivia earn a large salary, she was not too
concerned about this. While many of the people she went to university with and the
majority of her students were “happy with making lots of money”, Olivia was looking
for something more. Nevertheless, she decided to stay on at the firm after she had
finished her articles. “I didn’t really know what I wanted and everybody else did it, so
it seemed like a good idea at the time,” she explained. “And all my friends, like, that’s
what’s done.” She told me about working in corporate law: “It was fine,” she began.
“And depending on who you work for you can do really good work. One of the
partners I worked for was the most brilliant lawyer I’ve ever met, just phenomenal.
So he would challenge you and you’d get into some of the nitty gritty and challenging
concepts and that was good. But when you’re doing six months ‘discovery’ looking at
documents, and as a lawyer I reckon eighty percent of your day is on administrative
type stuff, in terms of substantive law, you don’t do very much of it.” Something that
surprised Olivia was how easily she became caught up in the corporate lifestyle. “I
worked long hours, especially early on. I worked from 8.00AM ‘til 10.00PM several
days a week. You’d be there at ten at night looking at a screensaver which said,
‘Work life balance is really important, here’s how to balance your day.’ And you’re
there at ten just going ‘Whatever.’ So long hours, you never get overtime, there’s no
thought of getting paid overtime. And, I’ve had this conversation with my friends lots
of times, you spend what you earn, so my salary doubled in three years, and when it
goes up and you’re still not saving any more it’s kinda disturbing. It also got to the
point where I said, ‘I need to leave now or I’m going to be too reliant on earning too
much money.’ And I don’t have a mortgage, I don’t have a family or commitments
financially!” I asked her where the money was going. “I dunno!” she exclaimed, “I
was eating out a lot, buying new furniture and going overseas. Like I did save, but I
certainly didn’t save what I could have. But you know, I have friends now, who are
earning over a hundred thousand and they’re living pay to pay.”
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During her time at the law firm, Olivia started doing a masters degree, which
the company was paying for. However, she found she did not have enough time to do
it properly. She decided she would leave the firm and try to get a scholarship to
complete a doctorate. Olivia was confident that she would not miss her old job and
explained why: “A friend said that what she liked about working in that environment
was that at the end of the day a big company lost a lot of money and that was the
worst thing that could happen. And I said the reason that I don’t like working here is
that at the end of the day a big company lost a lot of money and I don’t care. You
know, of course you care ’cause they’re your clients, but I’m not personally invested
in terms of being motivated personally about what I was doing.” She continued, “I
was surprised I lasted there as long as I did. During articles I kept waiting for them to
say ‘Sorry I know we take on everyone but we won’t keep you.’ I always thought,
‘They know I don’t belong here.’ I felt like that from the very beginning, ’cause I
didn’t wanna earn a lot of money.”
It seemed that Olivia had never felt that she was a good fit for “corporate
culture.” “I was never ever good at just doing what I was told, never good at smiling
and saying ‘Yes’. A lot of the attitude in law firms seems to be that partners deserve
your respect because they’re a partner, and in my world you have to earn respect but
that attitude doesn’t go over so well in that environment. I had partners say things to
me like ‘If I tell you to go get my ties from dry-cleaning that’s what you’ll be
doing.’”
Having made the decision to leave the firm, Olivia got a scholarship at a
Victorian university and chose to write her doctorate on a human rights issue that she
had become aware of in a politics subject she had taken at university. As well as her
teaching and study, Olivia was on the board of an international non-government
organization and their national legal team. This work was voluntary. She had decided
that while she was doing her PhD she would take the time to build up her skills, make
contacts and get herself established in the area in which she hoped to work. Her ideal
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job would be to work for the United Nations. “Very early on I was having a
conversation with Dad about the kinds of things I wanted to do,” she told me, “and he
said, ‘But you’re not gonna be earning any money.’ He said, ‘Okay, well you need to
have a plan, I need to know what you want.’ So I said, ‘Secretary General of the UN.’
And he said, ‘Okay, I can live with that, ’cause I know what it is and it sounds
impressive.’ I’m only half joking, it’s never gonna happen, but that would be an
amazing thing to do.”
At the end of the interview, I asked Olivia whether she saw leaving the
corporate sector, where there was the “potential to make millions” as a sacrifice. “It’s
not,” she answered. “Because you get to do really cool stuff, you get to go overseas,
and meet leaders of countries, you get to influence policy, and they’re great
opportunities. And even stuff I’ve done here like appearing before a parliamentary
committee on behalf of a global organization, it was terrifying, but it’s a great
opportunity, and a direct opportunity to at least try and influence what’s going on in
the world.”

“It’s just not real is it? … It’s not rewarding on a humanitarian level”
RACHEL, Project Manager, 35

Rachel worked for a large financial services company. She enjoyed her job and, as
her family’s main breadwinner, valued the security of her position. However, she was
lacking the fulfilment that came from doing something that she felt was actually
helping people. To compensate for this, she volunteered for a number of activities
outside of work in which she felt she was making a “real” difference.
When I spoke to Rachel, she was on maternity leave after having her third
child. We organized to do the interview at her house, around twenty minutes West of
the city, on a weekday morning. The traffic was terrible and I was late. When I
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arrived, Rachel was feeding the baby, Anna, with one eye on the finance report. I
apologised for my lateness, but she shrugged it off, saying that it was actually good
timing as she was just about to put Anna down to sleep. Once the baby was settled,
Rachel hastily made herself some toast and we sat down at the kitchen table to talk.
Rachel explained that working as a project manager for a financial services
company, it was her job to “manage change within the company.” Leading a group of
people, Rachel would identify the problem, for example, a change in legislation; then,
after looking at how the company was currently operating, she would work out what
steps were needed to make the necessary changes. Rachel thought she was wellsuited to this role. “I can organize and plan and be effective with my time. I’m in a
job matched to me,” she told me. “I’ve done a couple of personality tests and I’m
quite well matched to what I do and I like what I do. I like the idea of starting with an
apple and seeing it turn into an orange, and I was responsible for that.” i Although it
now seemed like a perfect fit, Rachel had never planned on working in project
management. When she finished high school, she applied to study law but didn’t get
accepted. “I didn’t put any thought into what I wanted to do. I remember very
casually filling out that preference form for courses and I put down law and I had a
clerkship set up. But I just missed out, and my next preference was just whatever and
that’s what I got. I just fell into business marketing. I think I was really lucky enough
to be in that era when there wasn’t this absolute criticality about every decision you
made. You know, too much pressure; life is not that serious.” ii After she completed
her degree, Rachel worked for a while picking fruit. “It’s a good grounding thing to
do,” she suggested. “It tells you that having a degree doesn’t give you the right to a
job.”
After fruit picking, Rachel worked as telemarketer and then for a small import
export company. Her next move was to a funds management firm where she had her
first taste of project managing and began a diploma in financial planning. After this,
she got a job at a consulting firm. As a consultant, one of Rachel’s clients was the

94

financial services company where she now works. After having her first child, she
decided it would be a good idea to approach her current employers and try to move
into a more permanent position. She explained, “consulting firms generally are not
very family oriented, because they require you to do a lot of hours and lots of travel.
So after I had a baby it was not really that palatable to be doing sixty hours a week.”
Another reason for leaving was that Rachel did not think her chances for
advancement with the consulting firm were very high. “I’d been there a few years.
The thing is with consulting companies … if you haven’t been promoted regularly,
like every other year, you don’t get anywhere. The partnership is kinda like a fiveyear plan, from when you start. I mean if you’re happy to stay at one level you could
stay there, but if you want a career in a consulting company you need to be moving
through.” She continued, “Also at manager level and above they require you to bring
in new business and I didn’t like that combination. Half doing the project but trying
to find a way to get new business out of the client, it just seemed like a conceited way
to do business to me.”
In the new position, as a contractor with the financial services company,
Rachel worked on a project at a daily rate. “They can let you go with four hours
notice,” she explained. With a family to support, Rachel needed more security. To
become a permanent employee she had to take a big pay cut, “that’s why people don’t
do it generally; but having a family, the stress was too much. With me being the main
breadwinner in the house it couldn’t work. I just thought ‘I can’t do this.’ I can’t
deliver a good project and be thinking, ‘Oh my god, what happens after this project?
Am I gonna get paid? Is there gonna be another job for me or are they gonna ask me
to walk?’” She compared herself to a man she knew who had been doing contract
work for seven years. “I could have been him, I could have done that, but it doesn’t
work when you’re a mum … It’s different for men, you know, whenever a child’s
sick the first person they want is their mum. I don’t know any guy who has that key
role of nurturing, cuddling. They might do part of it, but I don’t know any man who
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does more than fifty percent. And I think it is a physiological thing. I don’t think it’s
discriminatory. I think if you look in the broader animal world it’s almost always the
female in that role, it’s how it’s designed. So it makes it harder for women who are in
professional jobs to then actually have two jobs, be a mother and a professional
person, especially if they want to have a career.”
Rachel and her husband Brian had tried having him at home with the children
instead of Rachel taking maternity leave, but it had not gone well. “It lasted about
three months,” she laughed, playing with the crusts from her toast. “Guys are not very
good at networking with other guys that are doing that. And I’m a very strong
believer that if you’re home with kids … the only way to survive is to find other
people that are doing that, and that’s why there are mothers groups and play groups
and all manner of things during the day. There’s hardly any of that for males, unless
they’re happy to go to a women’s group or motivated enough to set up one up with
other guys. They just stay at home, and when you have no people contact apart from
with your kids, you get depressed.” When Rachel was home on maternity leave she
filled her days with groups and activities.
Now, in a secure position, doing work she enjoyed, Rachel was happy with
her job. She liked the challenge of the work and found getting results satisfying, but
lacked a certain level of fulfilment. She explained: “Well it’s just not real, is it? The
whole stock exchange is not real. It’s money filtering into numbered accounts you
know, with digit 38451. It’s not real. The amount of money that makes the economy
go round doesn’t actually exist, it’s just people borrowing against other money that
isn’t actually there, but it doesn’t matter ’cause they’re not gonna call on it. It’s not
rewarding on a humanitarian level.” iii
Feeling like she wasn’t contributing anything “real” at work, Rachel had
found the kind of satisfaction that she craved in other activities. She was chair of the
committee at her daughter’s childcare centre and helped at her son’s school. She had
also worked as a volunteer with the Australian Breast Feeding Association as a
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community educator. She was studying to become a counsellor but found she had too
many other commitments to continue. “I’ve moved on from that experience,” she told
me. “I think at that point I overloaded and I suddenly had obligations that I couldn’t
get out of and I had to cut down.” She had found it difficult to “find a balance.” I
asked why she had chosen to take on so much. “I do more than what most people
would do,” she admitted. “For childcare, and, for that matter, school, I think it’s
twofold. One is it’s a way of giving something back to the community. The childcare
centre is non-profit and survives on volunteers; someone has to chair the committee
who doesn’t get paid. And it’s also a way for me of keeping in touch with what’s
happening. I get a good sense of what’s happening with the staff, what they’re
spending money on, and it means I can get involved in getting grants, in updating
equipment. It’s a way of enriching my son’s experience during the day.”
When I asked her about her future plans, Rachel replied that her goals were
“Fifty per cent about my seniority in the company and fifty per cent about what this is
actually bringing to me in a job satisfaction way. No, not quite job satisfaction. It’s
more ‘Am I making a difference in the world that I can be proud of?’” In the shortterm, she planned to remain in her current job. “It’s in my best interest to be with a
family-oriented company while I’ve got children,” she explained. “If I had another
child I’d stay but I’d probably go in another two years.” Rachel was wary of staying
in a job for too long, “because I think you get to a point, in this day and age, that if
you stay at a company too long it actually looks not so good on your resume. To get
the kind of jobs I’m looking for now which are senior management positions, you
have to show that you’ve got diversified industry experience. Staying at the one place
doesn’t show flexibility; that you can adapt, that you’ve experienced various
corporate styles. I don’t think that cuts it.” I suggested that it did show loyalty. “I
don’t know whether people are that interested in loyalty now,” Rachel replied.
“They’re interested in people who can get things done fast, efficiently, competently,
things are moving far too fast for loyalty to be high on the agenda now. There’s a
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much bigger need for people who can make a company change to keep competitive.”
My final question to Rachel was what she would do if she didn’t have to worry about
money. “I would probably go for a local government job,” she told me, “putting
projects in, like setting up youth centres or fixing up a park, something that gave back
to the community in a much more real way. And if I really, really had my choice I’d
probably do project management in war-torn countries or ones that had had natural
disasters— and actually make a real difference to people.”

“I’ve got that responsibility and that’s what I need to do”
FIONA, Call Centre Technical Specialist, 32

Fiona worked for a government call centre, fielding enquiries from the public. She
had chosen the job as it was reasonably family-friendly and secure. Fiona’s interview
was focused on her responsibility as a breadwinner for her family (her husband, Ian,
and their four children).
Since she lived nearby, Fiona met me at La Trobe University. As I waited for
her outside the library she came bounding up the stairs pulling off her bicycle helmet,
gasping for breath and smiling broadly. Environmentally conscious, she did not own
a car. After the introductions, we made our way into the library and through to a
small conference room where we began the interview. Fiona had grown up in
Queensland, moving to Melbourne when she got married in order to be close to Ian’s
two children, from a previous marriage. In Queensland, she had begun a Bachelor of
Social Welfare. She had hoped to move into Social Work in Melbourne but had been
forced to settle for an Arts degree instead. “I’d stuffed up in one of my subjects, so
they would only let me into Arts,” Fiona explained. “And I just finished that degree
because that was what I could finish … At that stage I was looking after Paul and
Beth [the children] and I needed to kind of finish uni and get a job.” This job had to
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fill a number of requirements, dictated by the family’s needs rather than Fiona’s
personal preferences. It needed to be something with “Relatively family-friendly
conditions and reasonable pay and good super.” Anticipating a possible move to
Brisbane in the future to care for her parents, Fiona decided it would be a good idea
to get a job that would allow an inter-state transfer. “So I decided I was gonna get a
job in the Federal public service,” she explained, “I didn’t mind [where].”
Fiona had already had some experience working in a call centre from a
previous job marketing roller shutters for windows. This was not an experience she
had enjoyed. “It was just awful,” she recalled. “We didn’t even have proper
equipment … we were just on, you know, stupid handheld phones, dialing printed-out
sheets of numbers … but … it was bringing in a bit of money and it was getting me
some more recent work experience.” She leant back in her chair. “I don’t think I ever
wanna do sales … The benefit was it was close to home, but I would never go back to
doing that kind of thing.” This, however, did not deter Fiona from working in nonsales-based call centres. “I just needed to get into the workforce somewhere,” she told
me. “And I’m the type of person, I’m probably just happy doing just about any kind
of job apart from something like machining; you know, sewing on a machine; or …
like doing sales. I’m very much, whatever I’m doing I’m interested, I’m interested in
how it works and the theory behind it. Or I’m happy to just be there, have a chat to
the people around, then go home and not worry about it … Yeah, and as long as, you
know, I’m not being treated like an idiot by an idiot I’m sort of okay.”
Fiona had been working in her current job at the government call centre for
around five years. When she started her job was to answer incoming calls, giving
advice and answering queries. She had recently been promoted to the role of technical
specialist and team leader, providing support to the staff answering the phones; and if
it was a complex enquiry, either taking over a call or calling a client back later. One
of the most challenging parts of the job, Fiona told me, was dealing with “racially
abusive” or aggressive clients. “We have to warn people, and say, ‘I’m sorry, if you
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keep speaking to me like this, I’m going to terminate the call,’” she told me, sitting
up straight. “Because people are phoning us for advice, it’s a free service, it’s not like
we have to make sales or hang onto customers, we’re lucky like that.” She continued,
“When I dealt with that racially abusive client, you know, I held my line with him,
but I was actually quite shaken by the whole thing, and he also threatened to call the
media and said that he’d actually recorded the call.” While some of these difficult
calls were disturbing, others Fiona found satisfying. In one case, she was on the
phone to a woman for over an hour. “I love– like they are difficult– but I actually
love the challenge.” Since her promotion, Fiona had found that something she
particularly liked about her new role was being listened to. “I like having some
contribution to how things are run,” she explained, “I like the chance to make sure
my opinion’s heard about how things happen.” Previously her contributions had been
ignored. Fiona had felt that her team leader, Kate, was not doing her job properly.
She had made a complaint to management, but to no avail. “The people working
below her had to suffer the consequences of her bad advice and misinformation,”
Fiona said angrily. “My frustration was I was sitting down here, I could see she was
incompetent, no-one would listen.” Management, she thought, had assumed that she
was just jealous of Kate’s success.
Now in a role where her opinions were valued, Fiona had decided that she
would remain in her job for at least the next few years. She enjoyed the interaction
with clients and “looking after” her team members. She also felt a responsibility to
make sure a high level of service was maintained. Recently, a number of experienced
staff had left and Fiona felt someone needed to pass the knowledge on. “Part of the
reason that I’ve decided to stay,” she told me, “is because I know we’ve got this
knowledge gap; I’ve got a fair bit of the knowledge to fill that. But there’s gonna be
real opportunities coming up. We need someone like that to stay and make sure we
can do the job properly. I like being able to have a bit of a project.” Fiona’s main
reason for staying in the job, though, was financial. Her husband Ian had been
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studying on a scholarship, but it would soon expire. “It’s very much a situation where
there’s this partnership,” she explained. “Ian worked when I studied and now I’m
gonna work while he’s studying. So I’ve kinda gotta put a little bit of focus on my
career at the moment, like I’ve got that responsibility and that’s what I need to do.
And then it gives Ian a bit of freedom to choose what he wants to do.” She leant
forward, resting her elbows on the table. “And I’m just lucky that I enjoy what I’m
doing … There’s always something different, a bit of a challenge and the beauty of it
is, you know like, last phone call finishes at the end of the day, come home, I don’t
need think about it ’til I log in the next morning. No take home stuff, apart from,
maybe, getting annoyed about Kate!” Fiona thought she would be able to move up to
a management job in the next two years. “And that’s the level that I could kind of sit
in until I retire.” She added: “That kind of scares me because I like having projects
and because I don’t necessarily wanna sit in the same place and stagnate. iv I don’t
have any desire to be having to work, like, really long hours and push the family into
being less important.”
As we finished the interview, I asked Fiona what she thought she would do if
she won the lottery and did not need to work. “I’d be interested in doing some kind of
community development work,” she replied. “I’d probably switch to something that’s
more about my values. I’d try to set up some kind of community house and skills
exchange. I’d try to get people thinking more about home food production and
putting stuff in place to do that. Maybe greening people’s houses. I would still wanna
have a project, I would not just be at home. And it would not be something little.”
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“I’ve found out there’s a bit more to life than just work”
CINDY, Accountant, 29

Cindy worked for a small accounting firm in Melbourne’s northern suburbs. Her
interview told the story of a change of priorities. Work had dominated her life for the
last few years and Cindy was now determined to spend more time with her family
who she felt she had neglected during what she calls her “crazy, hazy time.”
I spoke to Cindy at her workplace. She came out to reception to meet me,
wearing a colourful dress and smiling brightly. As we walked down the corridor she
offered me a cup of coffee, adding that they had recently received an espresso
machine as an “incentive.” Cindy placed our orders with the receptionist and ushered
me into her office. A couple of minutes later the coffee arrived and with the door
closed we began the interview. Cindy explained that she had been working at the firm
for the last six years and was now a senior accountant. She was her family’s main
breadwinner; her husband David worked part-time and looked after their five-yearold daughter Emma. Cindy grew up in a small town in country Victoria. After high
school there was some debate about what to do next. She was fairly set on the
professional route. Her father wanted her to be a doctor but she decided she was too
squeamish. Law was ruled out as she was no good at English and could not lie. One
of her teachers suggested Cindy try accounting. She had enjoyed maths at school and
had always “helped mum with the books” at her shop. Her father urged her to “stick
to a female occupation” but, ignoring this, Cindy moved to Melbourne to do
management and accounting at university. In her final year of study Cindy worked
full-time managing an office for some finance brokers. With this experience behind
her, at the end of the year she easily found a position at an accounting firm. Coming
from a management role where she was in charge, Cindy found it a difficult transition
to now be taking orders from other people. While she was once a “big fish,” she was
now only a “small fry”. She was determined to prove herself, giving all her clients
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“above and beyond” the usual service (some clients she would see on a daily basis).
Cindy felt compelled to do her best for people. “I treat it like my own business,” she
told me, taking a sip of her coffee. “I treat everyone’s tax return like I would my
own.”
The most rewarding part of Cindy’s job was being able to help her clients
learn how to manage their finances. “Actually helping them and seeing the results,”
she explained. “When you don’t hear from them you know they’re on top of things
and they understand what’s going on.” Initially Cindy had to work hard to gain the
trust of some of her clients. She was frustrated by those who had been assigned to her
but would consult one of the partners of the firm when they had “a tough question.”
Cindy believed it was her gender that caused these clients concern. She felt a sense of
“‘You were just a girl, what did you know.’” Although she did “know her stuff,”
Cindy lacked confidence. She decided she needed some extra qualifications. In her
first year at the firm she studied by correspondence to become a CPA (Certified
Practising Accountant). “Because I was again female,” she explained, “and I keep
coming back to this, I felt like I needed a bit more behind me to give me some more
credibility.” v After completing the CPA, Cindy decided that she would also like to
have the chartered qualification. “If I got both it would cover all,” she told me. “I
started chartered so that nobody could say I was substandard.” While still working
full-time Cindy began these studies, but, with the added pressure of her family
commitments, she became overwhelmed and had to stop. Cindy found this difficult.
“It was the first real setback in my life,” she admitted, looking at me intently. “I’ve
always set a goal and achieved it and I’d not ever started anything and not finished
it.”
At the time she was studying for the chartered qualification, Cindy was also
managing the accounting firm. One of the partners became seriously ill and she took
over running the office while he recovered. Cindy called this time “the foggy period,”
a “stupid haze of working ridiculous hours.” I asked her why she described it as a
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haze. “Everything seemed like it was out of control,” she answered, then paused
thinking it over. “You don’t realise the chaos when you’re in it, I was stressed about
these little things whereas today I’d just go ‘Whatever!’” Coming out of the fog and
with hindsight Cindy felt that she could have dealt with the situation better. “You
wish you hadn’t been so emotional,” she said. “You wish you could of walked away
and said nothing and then taking all that stress home and sharing it with Dave …”
It was after these two “crazy” years that Cindy’s attitude to her work changed
dramatically. “That was probably the turning point,” she explained. “I used to be just
full on work, loved my work, used to just come to work, never had a bad day.” Then
one of her bosses, Gary, got sick and Cindy “just worked twenty-four, seven.” The
two partners were brothers and while one was sick, the other was very difficult to
deal with: “Gary got sick and Ben was like a mental case and we had to live that; it
was an awful place to be.” Dealing with the ups and downs was “an emotional rollercoaster” for Cindy. Doing two jobs and acting as the sounding board between the
partners and the rest of the staff, she was close to breaking point. The environment
was so tense that two of her colleagues left. Cindy also considered leaving but in the
end could not desert her bosses. “I felt bad,” she sighed, shaking her head, “I couldn’t
leave.”
While the extra workload took its toll, what really drained Cindy was having
to deal with her colleagues’ personal troubles. Before taking on the management role
Cindy was out of the office for most of the week seeing clients. Being in the office
more, she had not been able to avoid getting “drawn in”. “I mean we’ve all got
problems but you just wanna come to work and do your job, you don’t wanna listen,
like everybody’s got problems, I understand … but because it is a small firm you
can’t avoid it.” Cindy saw this as a big drawback of working for a small business. Her
sister had advised her to work for a larger firm where she would be looked after
better, but Cindy was hesitant “Because I was from a small country town. I probably
went small business because you weren’t just a number … you knew everybody and
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everyone knew you.”
During the “foggy period” Cindy was so preoccupied with work that she
could not even find refuge at home. Busy managing staff during the day, she would
be up all night finishing her own work. On the weekends she would be so exhausted
that all she could do was sleep. “Home kind of wasn’t home,” she explained. “It was
just a different environment and I just really worked myself into the ground, for really
no reward.” The “reward” the partners of the firm had promised Cindy was a twentyfive percent share in the business. However, she was now only being offered ten
percent, and on the condition that she met certain goals. Cindy was hugely
disappointed by this and felt personally betrayed. “They’ve dragged me out for four
years,” she told me, shaking her head in disbelief. “If you’re gonna give your heart
and soul, you want something more than ten [percent]! I missed two years of Emma’s
life, for what?” Cindy was concerned that her daughter may have been affected
negatively by her absence. “I may exaggerating,” she said, “because I feel guilty, but
now I can see that, like, she’s starting to be really shy … I kind of think, you know,
‘Was that because I wasn’t giving her my full attention, could I have done
something? In that whole foggy period did I miss something?’ I feel really bad
because of that.”
It was clear that Cindy was still angry about the way she had been treated. Our
discussion had been dominated by this experience and she had begun talking about it
without being prompted, presumably wanting to vent some of her frustration. I asked
her, since she was so dissatisfied, why she had not decided to find another job. “If I
didn’t have Emma I could quit,” she answered. “I’m always gonna find another job,
but now with kids you don’t wanna take the risk. I’ve got freedom, and you don’t
have that when you start a new job.” In her current position, Cindy was able to leave
early or take time off if she needed it. She was concerned that working for a larger
firm would mean “crazy hours and no appreciation for family,” although she admitted
this was just an assumption. “Maybe it’s just stories but I’m nervous to go there
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because it’s the unknown.”
On the other side of the equation, Cindy perceived working for a large
company as being more secure. Her recent experience of her bosses changing the
criteria for her to make partner had changed her view of working for a small firm. “It
wouldn’t happen in big business,” she argued. “It would all be well known, you’d
have a career path mapped out.” She was also regretting her loyalty to her bosses.
“Loyalty doesn’t mean much if you keep moving the goal posts,” she scoffed.
“Loyalty doesn’t mean I’m gonna get something. Here the goalposts are changing all
the time, being loyal is not gonna make me financially secure.” Cindy had taken it for
granted that she would be rewarded for her efforts. “I mean ten years ago if you’d
been in an organization for ten years you were treated well … Now its three to five
years so employers get what they can out of an employee before you move on … ”
She broke off mid-sentence, looking as though she had suddenly remembered
something. She reached behind her to a folder and presented me with a printed copy
of an email from one of her bosses. It was full of threats and very inappropriate
language. “I don’t reckon you’d get an email like that in big business from a partner
of a firm,” Cindy said bitterly. She went on to describe a staff meeting where she was
told “‘If you don’t effing like it don’t effing do it, go and find another job.’” Cindy
was clearly appalled that she would be spoken to like this, even toning down the
language as she repeated it to me. She continued, “I don’t deserve to be treated like
that, me and another girl just sat there going, ‘We can’t believe we work so hard and
this is what we’re getting!’” vi Later in the interview Cindy remarked, “I used to think
people were tough on employers to get what they wanted but I’m coming to the
realisation now that you have to be a bit tough on people to get what you want. You
can’t just rely on people’s word. My perspective on loyalty has changed.”
What Cindy really wanted was appreciation, recognition that she was doing a
good job. She told me about an appreciative client who had sent her a gift voucher:
“It was just like their little thank you which I thought was fantastic. There’s always
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something that keeps you in a job and they’re the good days.” vii She spoke about
finding the “right job,” which would have reasonable expectations and where her
efforts would be appreciated. “It doesn’t have to be money,” she explained. “It’d be
nice just every so often to go, ‘You’ve done a fantastic job we appreciate it.’ Just
little things. It could be just a chocolate on your desk or a note, or when you’re
walking out the door at five o’clock not to get the snide comments of, ‘Oh you’re
going home early.’”
Although she intended to remain with the firm, Cindy had re-evaluated her
position. “I’ve given my life to this job and they weren’t willing to compromise so
now my attitude’s changed.” Having “just come out of pressure,” Cindy aimed to
focus more on her family and not worry about work. “Two years ago work was the
priority absolutely, you just take it on without realising how much other things
suffer.” Now she made an effort to leave the office each day by 5.30PM. “I used to be
first one here, last one to go but nobody can sustain that. People think I’m slacking
off but before I was doing two hundred percent. Am I being slack? I dunno, like to
me I feel like I am but then I think, ‘Well no, you can only do so much.’” She ran her
hands through her hair, “There’s this pressure as an accountant to do all these hours,
but the reality is that by 5.00PM you’re nearly brain-dead.” Cindy did wonder
whether she would later regret cutting back her hours, but she had decided that for
now her priority had to be her daughter. “It has to be Emma, at least I’ll know I tried
to do the right thing by her.”
Juggling work and family had been more difficult than Cindy had imagined.
“Other people make it look so easy,” she laughed. “You think you’re gonna be a
super-mum, be able to balance it.” When Emma was born, Cindy and David decided
that Cindy would keep working and he would look after Emma. It was a
straightforward decision: “I loved my job and Dave was indifferent.” Now, though,
Cindy felt differently; she resented her job as it took away from her time with Emma.
Also, having the pressure of being the family breadwinner had changed the way she
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felt about her work. “Having a choice is always better than having to do something,”
she suggested. “I always did it ’cause I wanted to. I never even thought about being
paid, now I feel like I have to do it.” Towards the end of the interview, Cindy
reflected that our conversation may have been completely different if her hard work
had been rewarded and she was offered the partnership. “I could have gone the other
way,” she admitted. “Maybe I’d see the dollar signs and wonder what I could get
next? Unfortunately, when you’re in the accounting environment, and its one of the
worst things, everybody seems to be obsessed by money and you get roped into that,
that you must have material things ’cause everyone else has those things. People brag
about where their kids go to school and where they’ve been on holiday.”
As a final question, I asked Cindy if, all things considered, she was glad that
she had not become a partner. “Yeah, in a way,” she replied. “I’ve found out there’s a
bit more to life than just work.” She paused looking out into the hallway. “And I
could have ended up like the rest of them.” She looked back at me. “I mean and that
scares me. I mean, how much respect are your children gonna have for you when
you’re not around?”

REVIEW

Like the interviewees in the previous chapter, it was also important to Olivia,
Rachel, Fiona and Cindy that their work was benefitting others. They each considered
themselves well-suited to their jobs and thought that this was why they enjoyed their
work. However they did not explain this by suggesting that they had been “born” to
pursue a certain occupation.
Olivia had studied law because she had wanted to “actually do something”
about the problems in the world. Corporate culture had not suited her, and she often
felt that the tasks she was performing were meaningless. Eventually she had realised
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that she needed to find work that would enable her to make a difference, and she had
gone to the “other side”. She did not consider surrendering the opportunity to make a
lot of money as a sacrifice. Rather, she felt that it was privilege to be in a position
where she had the chance to “directly influence” the shaping of the world. This was a
direct contrast to her previous position where she had found it hard to become
“personally invested” in her work.
Similarly, Rachel, although she felt a sense of responsibility to her clients, had
found that she did not really care, on a personal level, whether big companies lost or
made money. Since her paid work did not feel “real,” she had found other avenues
where she could do work that was “fulfilling on a humanitarian level.” It was also
important to Rachel that she was able to take leave when she needed to look after her
children. Although working as a consultant paid more, Rachel had opted for the
stability of a permanent position.
Fiona had also decided to select a job that was secure and “family friendly.”
Her relationship with her husband was a “partnership,” and while he was studying,
Fiona had taken on the responsibility of being the family breadwinner. While she
thought that she would happy doing almost any kind of work, Fiona felt that she was
well-suited to her role in the call-centre. The job was varied and challenging and her
opinions were listened to. Nevertheless, Fiona did not necessarily want to continue
working for the organization. She was worried about becoming too comfortable in a
position and “stagnating.” Likewise, Rachel argued that for individuals to remain
employable they needed to “demonstrate flexibility” and suggested that loyalty was
no longer highly valued by employers.
Cindy had remained in her job, despite being mistreated, out of loyalty to her
employers. She had received no reward for this commitment and her “perspective on
loyalty” had changed. In fact, after coming out of the “haze” of working very long
hours, Cindy’s priorities had been radically altered. She had started to reduce her
working hours in order to spend more time with her daughter. She did admit,
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however, that if her bosses had offered her the partnership she may have “gone the
other way.” Like Olivia, she noted how easy it was to be “roped into” a cycle of
spending.
Although Cindy had been overworked and treated unfairly by her bosses, she
still enjoyed the accounting work. She particularly liked it when she “actually
helped” a client and could see the results of her input. Similarly, Rachel found it
satisfying when a project was successfully completed and she was responsible for it.
Ideally though, she would prefer to work on community or international development
projects that “made a real difference to people.” Fiona also liked having a “project”,
and if she did not have to worry about money she would leave her paid job and set up
something within her community that would benefit the environment.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

“Better the Devil You Know”
Frank, Paramedic and Medical Sergeant Reservist, 49
Ken, Electrician, 50
Chris, Truck Driver, 53

The interviewees in this chapter each believed that, despite the difficulties of a
job, you should “stick with it.” Their stories show the impact work can have on
other areas of life and the toll it can take on a person both physically and
mentally. These three individuals, like those in the previous chapters, enjoyed and
were committed to their work, but they had also realised that they needed to
reconsider their priorities. Frank had suffered physically in his job but he also
blamed it for the breakdown of his marriage. Ken ran his own business and was
ready to leave the stress behind. And Chris had spent most of his life working for
a bank but when the job changed drastically he had decided it was time to try
something new.

“It’s a ‘Thank God you’re here’ job”
FRANK, Paramedic and Medical Sergeant Reservist, 49

Frank was about to turn fifty. He had worked with the ambulance service for over
thirty years. I had organized to interview him on the recommendation of Luke (the
paramedic in chapter three) who had suggested that it would be useful for me to
get the perspective of someone with more experience than himself. Frank had
devoted his life to his job but lately he had realised that he needed to be more
careful about the stress it entailed.
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I interviewed Frank at his home, about an hour’s drive from Melbourne.
At the time he was on leave from work and enjoying the break. We organized to
meet in the afternoon. It was a very hot day and when I arrived Frank took me
through to the kitchen to get me a glass of water. After a brief chat, we sat down
in the living room to talk. Frank had joined the St John’s ambulance cadets when
he was nine years old. The cadets helped with first aid at public events and Frank
had a clear memory of his “first resuss [resuscitation] at the MCG [Melbourne
Cricket Ground] before I was a teenager.” When he turned seventeen, Frank was
recruited by the ambulance service and trained for three years to become a
qualified paramedic. He had come from a “medical family background.” His
mother worked as a laboratory technician and Frank often used to play in
hospitals while she was working. Thus when he began working “on the
ambulance”, it felt like “a natural environment.” “It’s all I ever wanted to do,” he
told me, “Some people wanna be a fireman, drive trains, I wanted to be on an
ambulance.” The job had changed considerably over the years. Some of the older
paramedics, Frank explained, had not been able to keep up with the changes in
technology. “Originally it was just scoop and run, now we have to treat them. We
used to have three drugs, now there’s about 24, heavy sedatives for ice [crystal
methamphetamine hydrochloride] patients, hazardous waste equipment. It’s
gotten more and more complex.” During his career in the ambulance service
Frank had worked in many roles. He had been an assistant station manager, spent
five years on a helicopter ambulance and had worked as a clinical instructor.
When we spoke he was an “advanced life support, operational paramedic.”
Outside of the ambulance service the only other work Frank had done was with
the army as a medical sergeant reservist. He joined when he was 35. In 2000, he
went to East Timor and worked for the United Nations as a resuscitation specialist
and had been asked to go to the Solomon Islands later in the year. “So it’s still
medical,” Frank added. “Medical is what I like, that’s me.”
Thirty years in the job had taken their toll on Frank. “It helps if you
drink!” he joked. One of the difficulties, he explained, was trying to balance
family and work commitments. “I think a contributing factor, like most
emergency services, shift-workers, it plays havoc with the family.” Frank told me
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about his early years in the service. “I had a young wife and a young daughter,” he
began, “and we were only in a rented place when I first got married a long time
ago.” He was nineteen. “My roster at the time was a month on, month off. And we
had a little puppy which was in breach of the tenant rent rules, and they [his wife
and daughter] had to get out and I couldn’t come and help ’cause I was on for the
month.” He shifted a little in the chair. “Now the roster is more family friendly,
but anyway, that marriage was irretrievably broken down, I think because of the
amount of time I was away.” Later he added, “to maintain an intimate personal
relationship is also difficult if you don’t have a very, very understanding partner.”
Despite the problems his work had caused, Frank had never considered leaving
the service to find a job that would allow him more time with his family. “When I
joined I understood it as being a long-term career,” he explained. “The only way
to get out of it in those days was for someone to die and someone else to get in,
you only got in through knowing someone or being recommended or sponsored.
And it was, and still is in a lot of ways, such a good job that the people who came
to it who had had other outside work experiences thought this is a terrific job. I
had no inclination to try other types of work.”
For Frank, what made his a better job than others was the training he
received, the equipment he got to use, fairly flexible hours and opportunities for
promotion. He admitted however that there were certain pressures involved in his
job that you would not find in other occupations. He listed them: “Requests to
work overtime because of staffing shortages or increased workload. The public
perception of coming in and saving everyone. The media exposure of always
doing the right thing and not making mistakes. The family commitment to being
away and working shift work and not coming home and kicking the cat ’cause
you’ve had a bad day.” All these pressures added up. Because of these demands,
Frank now believed that it was vital for paramedics to take all their allotted
holiday time. “You have to try and keep the balance,” he suggested. To remind
himself of this philosophy Frank had a tattoo of a ying-yang symbol on his arm;
for him this signified the necessity of a balance in life between work and leisure.
Despite his efforts, Frank’s job still encroached on his leisure time. A back
problem and shoulder reconstruction (both injuries sustained at work) meant he
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could no longer play golf. He could still go fishing but only with his “shift-worker
friends” since “the nine ’til fivers” were often working when he had time off.
Now, approaching fifty, Frank had started to reduce his working hours.
When I asked him if he would quit his job if he won the lottery he replied that
previously he would have kept working full-time, but now he would work only
part-time, and in a few years “I would probably say ‘I’ve done my time.’” Frank
was particularly concerned about getting injured. He had already had suffered five
different back injuries and had recurrent problems from his shoulder
reconstruction. Injuries, he explained, had become more consistent with the
ambulance’s increased workload and a population that was rapidly becoming one
of the most overweight in the world. It was a “regular occurrence now,” Frank
explained, for paramedics to have to lift obese patients and they were about to
start using “special heavy duty, ‘super-size me’ ambulances.” i
Another worry for Frank was that the criteria for retirement had changed
which Frank thought was unreasonable in such a demanding job. “They told us it
was thirty years service or [age] fifty-five, whatever came first,” he sighed, “and
then you got a lump sum. Since then the government have changed the goal posts,
and superannuation. Now they want you to work ’til sixty-five; this job is too
physically and mentally demanding.” ii Without the option to retire for another 16
years, Frank was now very careful not to push himself too far, “I have had two
friends in the last two years drop dead at forty-nine,” he told me, “so I’ve got the
heebie-jeebies ’cause I’ve just hit it, so I’m acutely aware of not being too
stressed. I’m determined not to drop dead. I’ve had every type of check that you
can have.” To help deal with stress Frank took regular holidays. “I dissociate from
the job and I go travelling overseas, backpacking, I go somewhere warm and nice
and quiet, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Fiji, Indonesia. I always take the
time off.” He had also removed himself from the nightshift. “When I first started
we worked ten nights in a row, now the most you can do is two. We find two
nights of fourteen hours far too long; they wouldn’t let an interstate truck driver
drive that long, yet they expect paramedics to do that.”
Although it had seriously affected his family and his health, Frank was
proud of his achievements in the service and still found his job fulfilling. Towards
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the end of the interview I asked Frank how the service had changed over the
years. “Come and see” he replied standing up. First he showed me his uniforms, a
whole wardrobe full, of different designs from different eras. Next we looked at
his army medals, which were displayed in a cabinet with photographs. Frank
pointed to one. It was a picture of him being presented with a medal for thirty
years service, a ceremony that did not happen often. “The guy presenting it had
never seen one before!” Frank laughed. Walking back through the house there
were a number of interesting objects, all souvenirs from Frank’s travels. As we sat
back down I noticed a pile of brochures on the coffee table; they were about
extreme sports. “I’m looking for something to scare me,” Frank commented, his
eyes lighting up. iii As we ended our discussion Frank told me that as much as
things had changed, there was a simple reason why the satisfaction he got from
his job had never waned: he was continually helping people, often saving lives.
“It’s a ‘Thank God you’re here’ job,” he said shrugging. “Seeing someone’s
condition improve at the end of an injection is a good party trick. Resuscitating a
non-breathing or cardiac patient and having them come back I just still get a kick
from. Delivering babies, you know, in thirty odd years I’ve delivered a lot of
babies. I enjoy it. That’s satisfying. The things that we don’t like are kiddie
drownings,” he added. “But the job has I think more pluses than minuses, I’m still
there!”

“You are the business”
KEN, Electrician, 50

Ken owned his own business. He employed an apprentice and his wife, Janet, did
the “bookwork.” They had two daughters who were in their twenties. It was clear
from his interview that Ken still enjoyed practising his trade, but he would be
happy to be freed from the stress of running his own business. He was looking
forward to being able to pass the business on to his apprentice and move to the
country.
I met Ken on a building site where he was doing electrical installations.
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We had spent three weeks trying to find a time that would suit. Ken never really
knew where he would be on a particular day until the night before, so we had only
organized the interview that morning. It was a wet, grey, Melbourne day, but
when I arrived at the building site it was a hive of activity. I asked someone if
they could help me find Ken and was told that I needed to be more specific. There
were a number of different contractors working on site and they didn’t all know
each other. Once I had narrowed it down to “an electrician”, we tracked Ken
down. He was upstairs in what had become the break-room. At 10.00AM it was
time for morning tea and the room was packed. Having introduced himself, Ken
found us an empty room where we could conduct the interview.
Ken began his electrical apprenticeship at seventeen. A friend of his
father’s had taken him on. “In those days, you virtually just picked out what you
wanted,” he explained. “Even as a little kid I was always mucking around with
batteries and getting lights to work and things like that, so I think it was just a
natural progression.” iv Ken was introduced to the hazards of the job early in his
career. He told me about an electric shock he received as an apprentice which
threw him across the room and through the ceiling. “It just feels like somebody’s
grabbed you and shaken the hell out of you virtually.” He laughed, miming it with
his hands. “It’s different now, but you go back fifteen, twenty years ago, no one
would expect you to turn the power off; you’d have to work on it live, it was
expected.” After finishing his apprenticeship, Ken worked for a number of
different companies then started his own business. This was in the early nineties
and times were tough. “I kinda went out on my own and then about a week later
they said ‘Yes, congratulations, we’re having a recession.’” He raised his
eyebrows. “So it was pretty hard to begin with, very hard actually.” I asked him
whether he had ever wanted to try any other kind of work. “No, not really,” he
answered. “No I was quite happy. Even today I’m still quite happy doing it. I’m
sick of running my own business, but I don’t mind the work.” There were a
number of things Ken liked about his job: “You’re not stuck in an office, you start
early and finish early, there’s a big variety of different people you meet and where
you work and things like that, so I think that’s the most enjoyable part … Any
office job, I think would drive me crazy.”
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The most taxing part of Ken’s work was keeping track of a number of
different obligations. He always seemed to be needed at a number of places at
once. Ken had learnt to be very flexible with his plans. “I do a lot of work for
body corp [corporate] companies,” he explained. “So I could get a phone call now
and have to go to St Kilda or Dandenong or something like that. So it’s very hard
to organize your work around that. Like those storms we had, I lost virtually a
week. So it doesn’t matter what you plan … I’ve stopped planning … I just, ah,
it’s all mental. I write very little in a diary, so if things get moved around they get
moved around and I just work it. It seems to of worked out over the years! I
haven’t had too many complaints.”
Generally Ken would be juggling up to twenty different contracts at once.
“Larger jobs, would be probably five or six,” he told me. “And smaller jobs well I
could have ten or fifteen on the books at a time. There’s a lot to carry around in
the old brain.” The site where we did the interview was a “big job,” all the
electrical installations at a new medical facility. Ken liked the challenge of it.
“Yeah I love challenges,” he said. “That’s why I’ve actually enjoyed this job,
because you’ve gotta be really focused on it all the time. It’s a very tight schedule,
it’s been, you know, really full on.” As usual, there had been frustrations. Ken had
been waiting for a number of weeks for some power points to arrive. Over the
years he had learnt not to worry too much about these kinds of problems. “I think
to myself, ‘There’s no use worrying about it, I can’t control it, I can’t fly up to
Brisbane and make them myself so … ’” Nevertheless Ken still felt the pressure.
When I asked him if the job was stressful, he sighed, “ah, yeah it is, it has been in
the past. I probably don’t let it worry me as much now, but I have my bad days
where I stress right out, but not as bad as I was probably years ago.” Trying to
satisfy all his clients during busy periods was particularly difficult. “It’s just a
massive amount of work thrown on you all at once,” he told me. “And, ah, clients
expecting the same service as they’d get when you’re quiet. And it just can’t
happen.” Although it was more stressful, I asked Ken whether it was more
satisfying doing work when it was for his own business. “Yeah I think it is,” he
replied slowly, “but it’s not exactly the most rewarding job. You know, like an
interior designer walks in and says ‘Aw, that’s come up well’ or a painter walks in
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and says ‘Gee I’ve done a great job there.’ An electrician can’t come in and say
‘Gee I’ve put a great power point in!’” v
One of the things that helped Ken deal with the stress of his job was
regular trips to his property in country Victoria. Usually he and Janet spent every
other weekend there, although lately Ken’s workload had been “really full on” so
they had only been able to get away once a month. Ken always looked forward to
the trips. “Oh it’s a total break, as soon as I get in the car and know I’m going
there, you can’t do anything; if client rings up and says, ‘Can you come and have
a look at this,’ you just can’t do it.” Ken and Janet had bought the property eight
years ago. Two of their friends had died, one in a car accident, the other from
cancer and it prompted them to reconsider their plans. “It was a real bad run for
about three or four months,” he explained. “And the idea was we were gonna
retire then buy a property. And we said, ‘Well this is stupid, let’s just go and buy
it now, then if something happens in the future it doesn’t matter.’ You’ve had
some use out of it, you’re not sitting there saying, ‘Oh geez we should’ve done
that.’ You know, we’ve done it. And we’ve enjoyed it.” Ken hoped that in the
near future–“sooner rather than later”–he would be able to sell the business and
move to the country permanently. “That’s the plan,” he said hesitantly. “It’s been
a five year plan and we’re up to about eight years so …” He laughed. Selling the
business would be difficult, he explained, “ ’cause even though you’ve got
contacts with certain builders, to actually sell it, people want you. You are the
business. So as soon as you walk out of there you really lose it.” His plan was that
his apprentice would take over if he did “the right thing” over the next couple of
years.
As Ken had said, success in his field was based on reputation. As he had
put it, “You are the business.” He had worked hard to not let people down and
operate honestly. vi “I always do the right thing,” he told me. “I’m not one of these
people that says ‘I’ll be there,’ and then just don’t turn up …” He stopped midsentence. The lights had gone out! He waved his hands around, explaining that
they were energy-saving lights that went out when there was no movement in the
room for a certain time, “That’s gonna be a problem isn’t it, in an office?” he
chuckled. “They’ll have us here disconnecting them, I guarantee it.” He went back
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to what he was saying about being honest and reliable. “Like if I say I’m gonna be
two weeks, you know, they might crack the shits at me. But at least I’m legit
[imate] and I’ll be there in two weeks.” Keeping his word was important to Ken.
He had had a lot of experience working in an industry where there is much
distrust. Most builders, he explained, would always use the same electrician who
they knew they could rely on. For instance, the builder in charge of the job he was
currently doing had been working with Ken for the last fifteen years. “I don’t
think he’s ever had another quote. I don’t do the wrong thing by him and he
doesn’t do the wrong thing by me and it all works out fine.” Ken himself was very
wary of what he called “shonky [dishonest] builders” and only worked for people
he knew. “If a builder rang me up tomorrow that I don’t know and said can you
come and do a job for me it’d be straight out ‘No.’” He would be suspicious of
why the builder needed an electrician and would ask for a number to talk to a
previous contractor. “If he doesn’t give it to you there’s a good chance he just
hasn’t paid people.” Since he had built up a strong reputation and base of clients
Ken no longer needed to advertise. “I’m in the phone book, but now, I’m lucky if
I get one phone call a year, maybe two. It’s all word of mouth. It pays to do the
right thing obviously!”
Something I was curious to ask Ken about was whether the changes in
technology had made a big difference to his work. “Yeah, look, technology is
changing things…” As if on cue, the lights went out again. “As you can see, not
always for the best either!” He continued, smiling, “but yeah, look it is changing a
lot. I think bureaucracy is coming into it a lot too, with tax and paperwork and all
that; a lot more time spent sitting in the office, doing all that stupid non-necessary
work, non-productive work, I should say.” vii The actual installations, he thought,
had not changed that much, although he went on a number of short-courses a year
to keep up with developments. Even so, no matter how complicated the piece of
equipment, or advanced the computer “it still needs a power point to plug it in and
a cable run to it. They can’t change any of that.” viii
As we came to the end of the interview, I asked Ken if, despite the
difficulties, he was glad that he had decided to start his own business. “Probably
money wise I’d be better off working on wages,” he admitted. “But I do like the
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freedom. Like now, I wouldn’t do it, but I can say, ‘I’m going home now.’ You
know, I don’t do it, ’cause once you start that sort of habit, it’s a bit like getting up
in the morning, ‘Aww, I’ll just have another five more minutes.’” Ken had
initially taken on an apprentice because he felt he was getting a bit lazy. “It’s too
easy to say I’ll have a sleep-in and start work at nine o’clock. It’s just too easy to
do when you’re by yourself.” This desire to have “five more minutes” did not
mean Ken would rather not be working at all. When I asked him at the end of the
interview what he would do if he won the lottery, he told me that he would pass
the business on to his apprentice but he would continue to do some kind of work.
“I don’t think I’d ever retire, I’d always be doing something, it might even be
voluntary work, but I couldn’t possibly, umm, just sit around and do nothing. As I
said, I don’t mind electrical work. It doesn’t worry me, it’s hard at times, but
every job’s hard, isn’t it? It’s either hard or boring; I’d rather hard than boring!”
Without the aid of a lottery windfall, Ken predicted that after selling the business,
he would do subcontracting work for half of the year and travel for the other six
months. “We’re travel bugs,” he explained, referring to himself and his wife.
“Always have been, and, ah, the more we can get away the better.” Even so, Ken
doubted that he would ever stop thinking like an electrician, even on holiday. “If I
walk into a lobby of a hotel, first thing I notice,” he pointed upward to a light
fitting. “I wonder how they got that up there! I’ll walk into someone’s house and
the first thing I’ll notice is whether the power points are straight, if that one
matches that one, is that a different brand.” I laughed and asked Ken whether the
electrics in his house were perfect. “No,” he replied smiling. “Haven’t you heard
the old one, ‘The mechanic’s car is always the one that leaks the most oil!’”
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“You just stick with it”
CHRIS, Truck Driver, 53

Chris worked for a transportation company. He had spent the majority of his
working life in banks, but after some major changes to his job, which took away
virtually all his autonomy, Chris had decided to quit. Now, driving for a living, he
was happy to be out on the road each day, away from “office politics.”
I met Chris in the evening at his house in the outer suburbs of Melbourne.
We sat at the dining table and chatted about the day while his wife, Mary, made us
tea. Chris had been in his current job for three and half years. I asked him what
kind of trucks he drove. “I can drive up to the semi-trailers,” he answered. “But
then they’ve got b-doubles and super b-doubles, but I can’t drive those. Ah, I
won’t say I can’t drive, I don’t want to. They’re a bit too big for me.” He
chuckled, and I commented that I was always amazed at how they managed to get
them around corners. “Well you people have to get out of our way!” he laughed.
Chris ran me through a typical day at work. “Well I started at four the other day,
that’s three o clock out of bed. That’s not uncommon. But say seven to three’s
their basic day, but you don’t ever work it. I wouldn’t of worked seven to three in
three and a half years. So basically you’re doing at least maybe ten to twelve
[hours a day].” This could be changing, though, Chris explained. “They’re finetuning things at the moment. There’s some fatigue management coming in, some
new laws. They’re basically already in place but no-one enforces it. They never
used to worry about it. If you worked twenty-four hours a day they wouldn’t care,
as long as the job got done.” Chris found out the day before his shift what time he
would be starting in the morning. “I don’t even bother looking where I’m going,”
he admitted. “You just go in, grab your truck number, grab the paper and away
you go.” He would normally do a couple of trips each day, and could be sent all
around Victoria. “Basically western suburbs, south, north. Dandenong mainly; we
go down to Geelong sometimes. And into rotten Collingwood and Richmond
[inner-city suburbs with narrow roads]. You know what Collingwood’s like,
imagine trying to get a forty foot trailer through some of those places!”
Before he started driving trucks, Chris had spent almost thirty years

121

working in banks. “So yeah a bit of a culture change!” he grinned. I asked him
about the decision to start driving for a living. “Ah, look it probably stems from
my father driving.” He had wanted to drive as soon as he left school, but his
mother had said, “’No, it’s a dirty rotten job, too many long hours.’ So I joined the
bank. Once I was in the bank I just didn’t wanna change.” Leaving school at
sixteen, he had started at the bank as a junior. “I just applied for it and I got it and
that was it,” he told me. “I’m not one to apply for twenty odd jobs, if I find one
and get it you just do the best you can.” Over the next twenty years Chris worked
his way up. With various promotions he moved to different branches, happy to
“Just go with the flow”. Things changed when the bank was taken over by another
company. Chris’ role was significantly altered and he lost his autonomy. “Like I
used to just have my boss on top of me; that was it and I basically could just do
what I liked, to a degree. Everything just sort of flowed along, it was nice and
easy. But then the other bank come in. Like if you wanted a loan you come in and
saw me, it got approved , rubber stamped. But then you had to write a ten page
story of why you wanted to give this person a loan, and you just had no autonomy.
I didn’t like it.” He continued: “And then they took everyone out of the branches.
Like no-one in the branches can do anything now, it sort of all went centralized.
With the bank, I controlled the approving, funding, everything; like you actually
dealt with the person from start to finish. And then it just went, it got too difficult.
I didn’t like it, but they didn’t like us anyway.” It was clear Chris felt a lot of
resentment toward these new employers. “Four rotten years ’til I could get out,”
he muttered. “But once we learnt their tricks, we played the silly game their way.”
I asked him what he meant. “They were never there! They’d say they were at
clients: they were next door at the pokies [a venue with poker machines], having
lunches everyday! So we quickly twigged. So while they weren’t there, we just
didn’t work.”
If the takeover had not happened, Chris thought that he would probably
still be working at the bank. “I just stick with what I know best,” he told me.
“Better the devil you know sometimes.” Now in his new position driving trucks,
Chris planned to stay in the job. “I’m not one to chop and change,” he repeated. “I
don’t just like quittin’ for the hell of it. I’m reasonably happy there. They’re not
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bad people sometimes! But yeah, it’s like the bank, you know, you just stick with
it.” ix Chris had no regrets about leaving the bank and had taken to truck-driving
easily. “I just do what they tell me. Yeah, I quite enjoy it. The best point is I’m not
in at the office … You do a job, you could be gone for four hours; come back, get
the next one, you’re only in there for five minutes. No office rubbish. I’m happy
to be out on my own really.” It seemed after his experience at the bank Chris was
resigned to someone else being in charge; doing his job now was simply a case of
following instructions. He had no responsibility. “Look I just do what they tell me
and that’s about it, something goes wrong, not my problem. I just call in and let
them sort it out … Like now, I just wouldn’t go back to the bank for quids … It
used to be you were a law unto yourself, now the computer does it all. I’ll just
stick with what I’m doing, I think.”
While he was out on the road, Chris was to some extent his own boss
again: no “office politics” to deal with; it was up to him how to get to his
destination and he had nobody telling him what to do when he got there. x Drivers
often helped unload the trucks and this could be a challenge when the load was
fifty kilogram boxes or seventy kilogram rolls of steel. “It’s not rocket science,”
Chris shrugged. “You’ve just gotta work out a way to get ’em off.” He did,
however, acknowledge the danger, “Like a big roll [of metal], if they come out
they just keep going; if they fall on top, or knock some bugger, he’s dead meat. I
mean, I don’t know what I’m doing, ’cause no-one’s ever told me, but I just think
its common sense, do it this way, think about it.” Chris could only really think of
one way in which the job at the bank was better than driving trucks: it wasn’t as
dirty. “You’d be amazed the crap that comes through those containers, like that
jumper.” He pointed to one hanging on a chair. “I’ve had it on for two days and its
basically black!” He chuckled. “It’s just boxes and that; you wouldn’t think so but
it’s so dirty.”
Another negative about driving trucks, Chris told me, was that, at times, it
could be boring. Some days it could take hours, waiting in line, to get out of the
docks. “That’s probably the worst part,” he admitted. “You sit there. Ten minutes
later the next truck moves, so you’ve gotta move up. Stop. Start. Stop. Start. But
I’ve got me paper, me book, I’m right.” The other thing I thought Chris might
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have missed about working in an office was the company. I wondered if he got
lonely being on his own all day. “You’re on your own, but you’re not,” he
explained. “When you get up to the place there’s always someone there. Most of
the places we go to would be an hour at most, two hours back in the traffic.
There’s always someone there to have a giggle with, ’cause we generally help
them unload the containers. So no, that doesn’t worry me.” There was also
entertainment while Chris was driving, via the two-way radio the fleet controllers
used to keep in touch with the drivers. “You’ve got sixty blokes being looked
after by two blokes,” he explained. “So it’s just a constant to-ing and fro-ing.
Some of the calls, I just chuckle.” He shook his head. “‘They can’t be that stupid’
… Things happen. People have accidents, run into bridges. I shouldn’t laugh.”
Although he joked about it, Chris was well aware of the risks involved. He
had a number of horror stories about accidents. “There’s unwritten law there that
because of what you’ve got on you just cross your fingers and keep going,” he
explained. On one particular occasion, a woman had cut in front of a truck
carrying a big load of steel. “They reckon he should have just gone right over the
top of her,” Chris said. “But he hit the anchors [brakes] and the steel’s just gone
right through his cabin. Missed him by–” he made a tiny gap between his thumb
and finger– “Now whether he had it tied down or strapped down right or
whatever, but like thirty ton of steel is not gonna stop in a hurry. But there’s
always things like that going on.” These risks were not enough to deter Chris.
“You could drive out the front and get written off here.” He tilted his head toward
the street outside. “In three and a half years, I’m not saying I’m the greatest driver
in the world, but I’ve never come close to hitting anyone. The worst I’ve done is
just scraped a few walls getting into places, you know, when you’ve got two
inches each side to get in. But basically it’s just, you know, a bit of common
sense. Look ahead.”
As we came to the end of the interview, I put the lottery question to Chris.
He took some time considering his response. “I don’t know,” he replied slowly. “I
suggest in the short-term I’d keep going ’cause I wouldn’t tell anyone. I mean,
twenty million dollars is okay, but you’ve gotta have something to do, unless you
wanna go round the world for the rest of your life. But yeah, I don’t know, I don’t
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know.” I suggested that Chris would have a lot more time to play golf. “Well all
the blokes I play golf with all work too,” he replied. “It’s hard enough getting
them to play Saturday. We were saying if anyone won ‘the big one’ the four of us
would jet off overseas, play St Andrews.” He rested his head on his palm. “Yeah
interesting that one, interesting. I’d probably keep going. But then things are more
under your control then. If you don’t wanna do something, you just don’t do it.”

REVIEW

Frank, Ken and Chris were similar in that they believed that once you had chosen
an occupation you should commit yourself to it. Over the years they had each
experienced change within their field. Frank had learnt new skills in order to keep
up with advances in medical equipment and pharmaceuticals. Also the increased
workload had made his job more taxing. He had come to the realisation that in
order to maintain his health he needed to cut back his hours and take regular
holidays. Like other interviewees his work had meant that he was unable to spend
the time that he felt was needed with his family. Despite the injuries and the
impact on his family life he did not regret his choice of occupation; he still found
the work “satisfying” and had never considered leaving. He felt a sense of loyalty
to the ambulance service and had understood the job as a lifetime career when he
entered. He was, however, disappointed that the conditions for retirement had
changed. He felt it was unjust for his employers to “change the goal posts.”
Ken had also been required to keep his technical knowledge up to date, but
the majority of electrical installations required the same skills that he had learnt as
an apprentice. He had been more affected by the increase in paperwork required to
run his business, which he found frustrating and a waste of time. For Ken, the
freedom of being his own boss outweighed the stress of owning his own business.
Although he hardly ever took time off, it was having the option to do so that was
important. While he still enjoyed the electrical work, Ken found himself looking
forward to his regular escape to the country where nobody could contact him. Just
as Frank had been prompted to take care of himself better after his friends had
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died, Ken, after losing two friends, had decided not to wait until retirement to buy
his property in the country. He and his wife were enjoying it while they could.
It was perhaps Chris’s job that had altered the most over time. His role at
the bank had been stripped of any autonomy. The change was so great that,
although he did not like to go from one job to another, Chris decided that he had
to find something new. As Frank put it, the bank job no longer had “more pluses
than minuses.” Chris was now “reasonably happy” driving trucks, and seemed to
have accepted that he would now “just do what they tell me.” Nevertheless, out on
the road he experienced some freedom; it was up to him to work out how to get
his cargo to its destination and to unload it safely. Like Ken he was happy to not
be “stuck” in an office, although this was more about being away from the
“politics” than physically being outside. If he won the lottery Chris felt that he
would still need some purposeful activity to keep himself occupied but would
enjoy the freedom of not having to go to work if he didn’t feel like it. It was the
freedom to take a day off if he wanted to that Ken saw as the main benefit of
working for himself. Nevertheless, like Chris he hardly ever took a day off and
didn’t think he would ever retire as he couldn’t “just sit around.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

“Flexibility” and “Lifestyle”
Greg, Fitness Consultant, 36
Will, Information Technology (I.T.) Support Technician, 27
Jenny, Administrative Assistant, 30
Trish, Retail Coordinator, 42

The four interviewees whose stories are presented in this chapter were not willing
to let their work dominate their lives and were determined to allow time for other
equally important things—friends, family, “lifestyle”. Greg liked the short-term
nature of his work as it meant that he was not “locked into” anything. He also
enjoyed being his own boss as this gave him the “flexibility” to organize his work
so that it did not interfere with his leisure activities. Will was debating whether to
move to a corporate position; he thought that he would benefit from the move but
did not want to work longer hours and was concerned that he would become
anonymous in a large company. Like Will, Jenny was comfortable in her job and
although she thought that she should try something different, she was anxious
about making a change. Even though she had a long commute to get to work, she
would not consider moving closer to her workplace as she did not want to be too
far away from her family and her hometown. Trish was quite the opposite. She
had made a number of career changes and had lived both interstate and overseas.
She was constantly on the move and was willing to change jobs whenever her
work interfered with her family’s “lifestyle.”
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“I’m not gonna settle down anyway, the world’s gonna open up”
GREG, Fitness Consultant, 36

Greg’s story was told in two parts. The first part of his life had been entirely
devoted to his running career; however, after an injury, Greg was forced to change
his focus. He was now adamant that he would not let one activity take over and
had made sure that his work was flexible enough to allow him to enjoy other
things.
Trying to organize a meeting with Greg was difficult and involved numerous
phone calls. For our first interview I met him at his office in an inner-city suburb.
He soon decided it was “Too nice a day to be inside” and we relocated to a nearby
café. Tall and lean, he wore a T-shirt and shorts and was rather fidgety, giving the
impression that he could run off at any minute. He was, in fact, constantly on the
go. At the time, Greg was managing a sports academy, training a running squad,
lecturing in sports science and instructing fitness sessions. He was also planning a
move to Europe to join his partner and pursue work prospects. It was a
particularly busy time and we were interrupted frequently during the interview by
his mobile phone. As our drinks arrived, I asked Greg to tell me about his
background. He had grown up in country Victoria. After high school, where he
had excelled in athletics, he went to university to study to become a physical
education teacher. It was during his time at university that Greg began to take his
running seriously, training and competing regularly. After finishing his degree he
struggled to find a teaching position so worked as a gym instructor and a lifeguard
at a pool. At this stage, running was the priority, with an aim to compete at the
Olympics. After a couple of years, Greg decided to go back to university to do a
postgraduate course in sports science. Once qualified, he set himself up as a
fitness consultant. He had various contracts with different sporting teams
including clubs in the AFL [Australian Football League]. Greg also did
rehabilitation work with people who were recovering from serious illness,
including heart attacks and cancer. Training for running still dominated, but then
his injury forced him to change his priorities. He set up a sports academy with two
friends, helping young athletes establish themselves. This led him into more of a
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management role and trips overseas, on one of which he met his partner, Claire. A
year later, frustrated with his role at the academy, and finding it hard to maintain a
long-distance relationship, Greg began planning a move to Europe to start afresh.
From an early age, although he was good at many sports, Greg knew running
was “his”: “I’ve played a little bit of tennis, I’ve played a little bit of golf, but I
didn’t get out there in the mornings thinking I could turn up and do this every
day,” he told me. Becoming a consultant, only taking on work when it suited him,
allowed Greg the flexibility he needed to pursue his running seriously. Work and
leisure had to fit in around training. At his peak, Greg had thirteen training
sessions a week, doing gym, yoga, different activities all geared around improving
his running. Keeping to this tight schedule demanded sacrifices. He had to be
“selfish.” “And that affects relationships as well when you’ve got that focus.” He
described the breakdown of a relationship due mainly, he admitted, to his running
commitments. After a full day of work and training, Greg needed “down time,”
and this caused problems. “The girlfriend might have already been home for two
hours so she’s had her downtime,” he explained, taking a gulp of his juice. “And
you just want an hour to chill and have your dinner and not sort of feel that your
time’s demanded again … I wanted to watch the news and sports tonight and she
wanted me to come to bed!”
While these relationship difficulties were not enough to prompt Greg to cut
back his training, soon enough he was forced to stop running. In 2000, he suffered
a knee injury that prevented him from training for eighteen months. Knowing that
he could never get back to full fitness, Greg decided he could no longer justify
spending so much time training and began to focus more on work. He did not,
however, throw himself into it in the same way he had with running. The injury,
and his experience of working with cancer survivors, had led Greg to re-evaluate
his priorities. What was now most important to him? “One word,” he answered
leaning back and stretching his legs out, “lifestyle.” He explained: “I don’t think
I’m by myself, I think there’s a lot of people who, sort of, say, love to have a bit
of lifestyle with work, and the ability to, you know, have the freedom to choose
what time you start some days, what time you finish.” Greg knew he was not cut
out for an office job. He had done “nine to five” working for a city council for six
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months when he needed to save up money to travel. He dreaded heading in to the
office every day, thinking, “Alright gotta do nine to five. Here we go, that bloody
office, where I don’t see the sun all day; you know, same old seat, everything.”
For Greg, having “lifestyle” meant you were able to avoid this situation; it was
your choice whether you went to the office. You were free from “The constraints
of an employer saying ‘No, you can’t have leave this week, you can’t have time
off.’” i Greg was not opposed to working, he just liked having the “flexibility” to
be able to choose when to do it: “I slept in until nine this morning. That’s not bad
for a Friday you know, but twice this week I’ve got up to take deep water running
[a fitness class] so I was up at quarter past five.” However, the downside of the
kind of freedom Greg enjoys in his work as a consultant is that it does not provide
job security. Once the task is done, the consultant must find a new “job”. This
uncertainty however does not cause Greg much anxiety. He turned down a twoyear contract with an AFL team because it was too much of a commitment. For
Greg, the rewards of a full-time position are outweighed by the prospect of being
trapped. He has friends who, “You know, are married, mortgage, two kids … they
might be earning sixty thousand a year or something and, that’d be nice but then
you’re locked into those things.” In Greg’s view, it seems more sensible, despite
the risks, to keep yourself open to possibilities rather close yourself off from
them.
Nevertheless, when Greg became involved with the sports academy he
was forced, to some extent, to “lock himself in”. Establishing a new business was
demanding. It was harder for him to keep “the balance” between work and his
other pursuits. However, he did not regret his involvement. The academy had
caused him “trials and tribulations at times”, but it had also “opened up a whole
world with Europe and potentially worldwide.” In this new position, Greg had to
learn many new skills, including web design and financial planning. It was
perhaps this willingness to learn that helped Greg adapt easily to new jobs. “The
next person might not wanna take it all on,” he acknowledged. “That’s probably
my nature to say whatever comes up comes up, it’s part of life, you can’t always
choose what you’re gonna do tomorrow. When I started out I was gonna become a
teacher, finish uni [versity], go back to the country, start teaching, have a family,
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kids, and that’s it … I had no idea I’d do all this!” While things may not have
gone to plan for Greg, it seemed that this was a source of excitement rather than
disappointment; he was keen to find out what would happen next. I asked him
whether he missed the days when he committed himself to a definite goal. “You
can’t be too narrow focused,” he replied, finishing the last of his juice. “Because
then, ultimately, you’re going to become disappointed with what you’re doing too,
because it’ll leave you wanting more if you’re not quite getting what you want …
You realise there’s more to life than just that.” Perhaps Greg had become a little
disillusioned after his injury. Experience had taught him that it was too risky to
put all your energy into just one thing. He insisted nevertheless that he was
happier now that he had more of a balance between running, work and leisure:
“I’ve learnt that running isn’t everything, that’s why I’m enjoying running at the
moment because it’s not consuming my life.”
Although Greg seemed reconciled to the fact that running could no longer
be his primary focus, he still saw it as central to his sense of self. One of the first
questions I asked him was whether he felt he had been born to run. He laughed, a
little uneasily, asking me whether I wanted “a deep answer or just a nice fluffy
‘Yes’?” He thought a little then replied. “Ultimately, I think so. In a sense, you
look at what is your life mission and basically what are you out here for … with
athletics it’s allowed me to deal with any sport, made me flexible in my career …
if I was, therefore born to run? Yeah, quite possibly, there had to be a reason so...”
Later, in our final interview, a few weeks before he was due to leave for Europe,
Greg raised the question of identity again: “That’s something I’ve been grappling
with, what do I really wanna do next? I was at the swimming last night with a
mate and he said, ‘You just gotta think what do you really wanna do, what makes
you happy, what are you about?’ … I guess the strengthening and conditioning
work, the fitness, has been the constant right the way through. It’s probably the
core of what I’ve done over the years, seeing individuals and teams get fit. It’s
what I do. That’s my role, if you put it in a nutshell. That’s what I’m about … I
just sort of want to recreate that side of me. Say ‘That’s where I am’, that selfidentity. I want to be recapturing that back when I get to Europe, that’s what I’m
doing. I was sort of floating around a little bit … I need to go ‘This is what I am,
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this is what I can offer, do you want me?’… Just be a lot more definite.”
As a final question, I asked Greg about his plans for the future. With
connections made through the academy, he had organized a lecturing job in
Europe and planned to teach physical education in schools while he got “a feel”
for the fitness industry. Beyond this, he was unsure and reminded me of his
mantra: “One of the rules of setting goals is keep them flexible.” Thus, Greg’s
plans for Europe were “not set in concrete” and his goals were broad. He hoped,
he told me, to “maintain lifestyle, develop a worldly resumé—employable,
transferable skills, but I don’t know exactly what that resumé is going to look like.
It’s mushy concrete, it hasn’t set yet!” Of one thing, at least, he was certain: “I’m
not gonna settle down anyway, the world’s gonna open up.”

“There’s something about the work environment that keeps you connected”
WILL, I.T Support Technician, 27

Will worked at a university in the Information Systems Department as a support
technician for staff and students. His story focused on whether or not he should
change jobs. One of his concerns about this was that in a high-pressure role he
would not have time for the other things that were important to him. He did not
want to lose the “balance”.
I interviewed Will in the evening at his house on a new estate in the outer
suburbs of Melbourne. After meeting his girlfriend, who was on her way out to
walk the dog, we sat down in the lounge to talk. Will had always had “a passion”
for computers. He remembered eagerly reading about new developments. “I can’t
say I wanted to be an I.T. professional when I was a kid, I wouldn’t have known
what it was!” he laughed. “But just growing up with computers, finding out how
powerful they are, you know, what they can do for you, I just got to like them
more and more. It was just sort of a gradual thing.” He remembered the
excitement of getting his first computer. “An old Amstrad or a Commodore 64 or
something. Back then playing all the old games with the old five and a quarter
inch floppies!” After finishing high school, Will started a human movement
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degree. A year into the course he decided to quit. “I found out I didn’t like the
direction it was going,” he explained. “More teaching and management based.”
This was not what he had hoped for. He had chosen the course because he had
enjoyed physical education in school and was good at it. However, he “didn’t
really have any firm career aspirations.” He then worked full-time at a
supermarket for a year. “Pretty much just to work out what I wanted to do and
after a year there I knew I didn’t wanna work retail!” He spoke to a careers
counsellor who discussed some ideas with him. “She gave me a couple of options
and after I went away and reviewed those, I decided I.T. would be the best.”
As part of his job, Will installs, modifies and upgrades software as well as
doing back-ups and data recovery. His primary role, though, is providing support
to students and staff. A very important part of Will's job, he told me, was people
skills. “The tech stuff you pick up on the job, but unless you’ve got some basic
customer service skills to begin with, I think you’d really struggle.” While Will
and his team make every effort to offer useful support, there are times when they
have confrontations with “stubborn users.” He explained: “It doesn’t happen
often, but there are users who are very set in their ways and aren’t very open to
change, which in I.T. is a problem because change is what it’s all about. You need
to upgrade your processes, your equipment, and unless you do that you’re gonna
get left behind.” Some users were particularly annoyed with having to use the
online helpdesk. “You know, ‘Why can’t we just make a phone call?’ sorta thing.
I guess it is a little bit impersonal.” But there was a reason “It filters out problems
to the most suitable person, rather than spending all your time on the phone and
actually not getting any work done.” They still had a “hotline” for emergencies,
but people took advantage of it.
Will had found that most people assumed his job was boring, when in fact
one of the things he most enjoyed about the job was the variety. “People think
you’re a computer geek, you wear glasses and sit at a computer … programming
for eight hours a day, boring as bat-shit. There is that misconception. But the I.T.
sector’s so diverse, there are so many different and intermingling roles. It’s
constantly changing,” he enthused, “no two days are ever the same. I mean,
obviously we’ve got ongoing jobs, like project based stuff, but you just never
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know what’s gonna happen … It’s never boring and there’s never nothing to do.”
Another thing Will liked about his job was dealing with people from a
number of different backgrounds and learning about the research they were doing.
Within his department, Will knew everybody. “I’d say there’d probably be about
thirty of forty staff and I know them all by first name … I’ve dealt with them all
regularly and it’s quite a communal sort of atmosphere, I guess, you’re friends as
well as colleagues. In the tea room everyone gathers together and we do like a
quiz at lunch times and stuff and talk about things outside of work, so it’s quite a
good environment.” Another positive was not having to take work home with him.
“I guess I try and keep a bit of balance there and switch off as soon as I leave the
office.” He clasped his hands together. “I enjoy the fact that I can come home,
have a life outside of work and not have to worry about this and that.”
Although he was happy in his job, Will was thinking of moving to the
corporate sector. Reflecting on his current position, he said “I guess I’ve been
there for a few years now, so, it’s okay, but yeah, I think I wanna spread my
wings a little and see what’s out there. Maybe get a little bit more cash.” I asked
Will what he would be looking for in a new role. “I don’t know, just a different
environment,” he answered. “Just a change basically. I guess if you’ve been
somewhere for a while it gets pretty familiar. I mean I know it’s I.T. so it’s
constantly changing, but certain parts of the job don’t change a whole lot …
maybe just working with different people, getting a different perspective on
things, learning new software, I think would really just help me from a career
point of view.” While Will was confident that he would enjoy a new challenge
and that a new job would be a good career move, he was concerned that he would
lose the “balance” between work and other interests if he moved to the corporate
sector. “I think it would be worth it,” he said hesitantly, “not for the long term,
maybe for a year or two depending on where it goes.” Another concern he had
was becoming anonymous. In his current job, if he took a sick day his absence left
a “noticeable void.” ii He was concerned that in a larger workplace he wouldn’t be
missed. “I guess I wouldn’t wanna become just a number.” iii To illustrate his
point, he used an anecdote. “I know one of our guys went to a large international
company for a while, working in their support system. They outsource their

134

support to a whole range of major corporate players and it’s all done remotely.
They use like a remote support system and they can actually see the client’s
desktop and go in and do things over the internet. Everything was done
impersonally. Like even if you were to send a brief message to a colleague in the
same area, it was all done by email. So you lose that ability to actually interact
with people and that would be one of my biggest fears.” He continued: “If you
ring the big computer companies’ help lines, you never get the same person,
there’s never any continuation with your problems. It would limit your ability to
have good working relationships with your clients, because you’d be dealing with
so many different people all the time.”
Later in the interview, I asked Will my one standard question. If he won
the lottery, would he stop working? He took his time replying. “That’s
interesting,” he began, rubbing his chin. “The easy answer would be ‘Yes’. I do
enjoy my job, I do like what I do. I think I’d like a couple of million dollars more
though!” He smiled. “However, that’s what I do. I think you’d probably soon get
bored. I think there’s something about the work environment that keeps you
connected. I think you’d maybe lose that without it.” He paused mulling it over
some more. He thought he would probably work from home, part time, and then
do his “travel and what not”. Work was important as it “keeps you stimulated
mentally, keeps you in the loop with what’s going on with the new technologies.”
To conclude the interview, I asked Will what his ideal job would be. “Something
that’s challenging, stimulating, not too much stress,” he answered. “But with
enough rewards, scope for change, ongoing training, yeah, flexibility. I wouldn’t
want something that’s sixty, seventy hours a week. It becomes your life and I’m
not interested in that, regardless if they’re paying you upwards of a hundred
thousand dollars a year. Can’t justify it. Friends, family, my own sanity, they’re
too important to me.” He shrugged. “I’m not a workaholic and I don’t feel as
though I have to be constantly striving to get to the very top of my field. I just
wanna be happy in what I’m doing basically, that’s all.”
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“You can only do so much travelling or shopping”
JENNY, Administrative Assistant, 30

Jenny was employed by a sports association that organized events across Victoria.
It was Jenny’s job, among other things, to arrange tournament draws, handle event
administration, maintain the website and send out newsletters. Jenny was rather
indifferent about her work; she was reasonably satisfied with her job and did not
seem to expect anything more from work.
I interviewed Jenny at her home, about an hour’s drive north-west of
Melbourne. It was a Saturday, Jenny’s day for catching up on the washing before
going to the gym in the afternoon. She made us tea and we sat down to chat. As
she offered me a biscuit, I asked Jenny to begin by telling me how she had come
to be in her current job. After high school she studied physical education for a
year but decided this wasn’t for her. She transferred and completed a degree in
sports administration. Jenny had always had an interest in sport and had played a
lot of netball in school. I asked her whether sport was one among many interests
or something more significant, “Well I do like my cats.” She had two and one was
circling us. “Maybe I should have done something with animals. You always look
back on life and think, well I should’ve done this or I should’ve done that. Maybe
a vet nurse would have been good or having a dog or cat grooming business.” The
cat stalked off and Jenny returned to the story. Finding it difficult to get a job in
the sports field she had “temped” [worked as a temporary] for about a year for a
health insurance company. When she saw her current job advertised in the paper
she thought, “I may as well go for it. Dad plays the sport so he said, ‘Go for it.’”
The only drawback was that it was a long commute to work, over an hour. I asked
Jenny how she felt as she headed into work each morning. “Yeah, good,” she
replied smiling. “I have a chat to the others on the train, I am a morning person …
Some days if you wake up and it’s really cold, it’s a struggle. But, yeah, I get
there.” She dipped a biscuit in her tea. “When I was temping, it wasn’t as busy as
I would have liked it to be, so, towards the end, I was dreading getting in,
thinking, ‘Whatever I’ve got to do I’ll finish in an hour’ … You’ve sort of got to
make yourself look busy.” One of the positives about Jenny’s job, in contrast to
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her time as a temp, was that she was rarely bored and the day passed quickly.
Nevertheless, she still planned out the day to make it go quicker, a habit that she
had retained from her days as a temp. “I’m lucky that they let me do 8.30 to 4.30
just because of the train times,” she told me. “So I’m in for half an hour on my
own, that’s over fairly quickly because I can get a lot done in that half hour. I
don’t have to answer the phones or anything, and then about 10.30 I’ll have
something for morning tea. One o’clock’s lunch, then get back at two and I’ve
only got two and a half hours left.”
As Jenny spoke about her work there was a sense of resignation but also
acceptance. “You get sick of doing mail-outs,” she admitted. “We have to do lots
and lots of mail-outs. You get a bit over that after a while, but it’s gotta be done so
...” When I asked her what she found satisfying about her job she struggled to
think of an answer. “I dunno … I guess getting people into events that are full, but
then it’s annoying getting the ones whinging.” So you don’t get too personally
involved? I asked. “No,” she replied shrugging, “It’s just a job.” Although Jenny
did not particularly enjoy her work, there were some positives that made her
hesitant to leave. Her employers were flexible if she needed time off and were
loyal to their staff. “If you need sick leave or to go to an appointment that’s fine,”
she explained. “I know one lady, she had cancer, before I started, and she didn’t
have enough sick leave left, but they still kept paying her. That type of dedication,
I guess, is quite good.” There were nine staff in Jenny’s office and most of them
had been there when she started the job seven years ago. “We get along really
well,” she offered. “Everyone shares all their problems with everyone else. I think
it helps if there’s something going on in your life that they know about it, because
then, you know, they can help you deal with it or know why you’re feeling a bit
down one day. So I think it’s good in that respect.” Although they were friendly
the staff did not often socialize outside of work. “If it’s someone’s birthday we’ll
go out” Jenny said. “But not that often really. You work with them all day so
you’ve had enough!” she laughed.
At the time I spoke to Jenny she was trying to decide whether to change
jobs. She had been to a couple of interviews but nothing had excited her enough to
want to make the move. Her main reasons for wanting to leave were to hopefully
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find a better salary and something which was closer to home. “I get up in the
dark,” she told me. “Up at six and home at six.” Despite this, Jenny had not
considered moving closer to her office. “I do like this area,” she explained. “I’ve
got all my friends and some family left here. If it was a really good opportunity
perhaps, but I’m a bit of homebody, I guess, so that would make it hard to move.”
The other thing which had prompted Jenny to look for new jobs was that she had
been advised that she needed to start developing a resumé which showed a range
of experiences. She was concerned that she would become unemployable if she
stayed in the same place for too long. Even so, Jenny still had reservations about
leaving her current workplace. I asked her whether it was her relationships with
the other staff that made her want to stay? “That’s one thing that helps,” she
replied. “I guess you get comfortable in your job as well. You know how to do
your work. But everyone keeps saying to me: ‘Oh it’s good to have a change,
because otherwise you’ll just get stuck there and you’ll be there for twenty years
or something and then you won’t be able to get anything.’ I’m sort of looking at
that now, whether I think I’m too specialized.” There were occasions when Jenny
did feel that she was ready for something new but then she would apply for a new
position and hesitate. “I go for an interview and it makes me realize how much I
do like my job!” she laughed. I asked her to elaborate. “I don’t know, just …
different tasks, I guess, that the position might have, and I think ‘Hmm, maybe I
won’t like doing that.’”
Earlier Jenny had told me about an interview she had been to with a large
telecommunications company. It had gone well but Jenny was unsure. One of her
concerns was the size of the company. “I mean when I worked at the health
insurance company there were about 200 staff there,” she explained. “That was
my first job straight out of uni [university] so I didn’t know any different. And
now, since I’ve been in a small organization, I think it’s a lot more enjoyable.”
Jenny felt a sense of loyalty to her workplace and she was worried that this would
not be appreciated in a larger organization. “I had a chance to have an interview
somewhere else,” she told me, putting the lid on the biscuit tin. “It was through an
agency, and she said to me, ‘Oh, can’t you think of an appointment to have, the
dentist or something’ and I said, ‘Well I can’t, it’s smack bang in the middle of

138

the day, I can’t get out of work.’ So she didn’t shortlist me! It was just really
frustrating and she said, ‘Oh, you know, you have to be a bit more flexible when
you’re going for job interviews.’ I said to her, ‘Well the company that I’m going
for an interview at have to think, ‘Geez, maybe we should hire her because she
wouldn’t just skip work to come to an interview.’’” I followed up by asking Jenny
whether she ever took sick days. “Oh, I have done it before,” she said. “But at the
time we were really busy, I thought I’d wait ’til we were a bit quieter.”
Towards the end of our discussion I asked Jenny whether she had any
long- term career goals. “Not really,” she answered, shaking her head. “Just see
what happens. I do try and go on Seek [a job search website] daily, just so I don’t
miss an opportunity.” She paused for a moment. “I’m not a huge career-type
woman really. I’d like to have a family one day, when I meet someone … A lot of
mums have to go back to work these days but it’d be nice to stay at home until
they’re at school.” Finally, I asked Jenny the lottery question, what she would do
if she did not have to earn a living. “I probably wouldn’t work where I am,” she
admitted. “Maybe do volunteer work, help others in need, I guess. You can only
do so much traveling or shopping.” As she walked me to the door, I asked Jenny
what she thought she would do if she was offered the job with the
telecommunications company. “I’ll have a lot to think about,” she sighed. “It
would be good to have a change for my own good really. One of the other ladies
there, she’s been there fifteen years and she’s nearly fifty-three, and she said
nobody will employ me now.”

“There’s always something new, it’s invigorating!”
TRISH- Retail Coordinator

Trish is married to Jason and they have three sons. When I spoke to her she was
working a large retail chain. Over the years, Trish and Jason had both made a
number of career changes, for personal satisfaction and to allow them to spend
more time together as a family. Trish was not phased by change and found new
opportunities and challenges exciting.
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It was a Thursday afternoon when I went to visit Trish for the first time. At
2.00 PM the mercury had hit 43 degrees; it was a scorcher. I arrived at her house,
about a thirty-minute drive west of Melbourne, to be greeted by a large group of
children playing on the driveway. After making some enquiries, I discovered that
this was indeed Trish’s house and was told go inside. I walked in and was
immediately relieved to find that the house was air-conditioned. Trish came out of
the kitchen to greet me. She explained that only three of the children were actually
hers, but their house seemed to have become the meeting place for the
neighbourhood. We sat down at the kitchen table and Trish told me about her job.
“I have a team of 64, ranging in age from 15 to about 55,” she explained, “and it’s
basically managing the registers, putting through the sales; we take the money,
we’re the last port of call in the store. So it’s training and educating that team, on
how to work this equipment … as well as customer service. That’s the biggest
focus.” She was about to tell me more but we were interrupted by her son Craig
who wanted to know what was going on. He also wanted to know if he was going
to school tomorrow, “It’s Friday, yes you are!” Trish told him, and he scurried off.
When I spoke to Trish she had only been working in her current role for
six weeks. Previously she was a coordinator of a different department within the
store. Trish was happy about the move although a little disappointed that she
couldn’t complete her plans for the team. “I went ‘Oh, I’m not ready yet.’ But you
know change is good, change is good.” iv Other people were not so pleased. “There
was probably thirty per cent of the coordinators who went ‘I really am not happy
with this change.’ The people who were stable in their little surroundings.” For
Trish, change was the norm. Before starting her current job, she had worked in a
number of different retail positions. Before this she had been a chef. She left
school in Year Ten to take on a cooking apprenticeship. After four years of
training she was fully qualified. “It was during that course that I really wanted to
become a policewoman,” she said to my surprise. “It was just before I went
overseas in eighty-seven. I thought, ‘I wanna join the police force.’” I asked Trish
why this kind of work appealed to her. “Maybe it was the buzz, what they’re
involved in,” she replied, “ because I’m not a sit down person … Even when I’m
at home I have to be doing something. Even if I just go out the back to play with
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the dogs. I get bored, I’m not a television person and I’m not a reader either. I’m
more of a hands-on. I like to be doing, physically doing something.” Although
Trish felt a job in the police force would be a good fit for her, it never eventuated.
“I went in and I got all the forms and I filled everything out, and before I knew it,
before I’d had any response, yes or no, I’d gone overseas, and was overseas for
three years, so the policewoman thing went out the window.” This was typical of
Trish, she was game to try anything and was not overly disappointed if things did
not work out.
Trish spent three years overseas, backpacking and working. Originally this
was to be a twelve-month trip, but she decided to extend it when she met her
husband Jason. Trish was willing to stay and live permanently in the U.K., but
after visiting Australia on a holiday, Jason decided he wanted to emigrate. “And I
went, ‘What?’” Trish exclaimed. “ Because he had the job of a lifetime. He was
set up for life, one more step to become a director on the board of a multi-million
dollar company. It was so radical!” She laughed. “I was in shock and I went, ‘Just
think about it,’ and he said ‘No, no, I’ve made up my mind and this is what I
wanna do.’” She paused to catch her breath. “They offered him this and that—
You wouldn’t believe what they offered him—and he said, ‘I don’t want it.
Money isn’t the be all and end all of everything, I’m leaving.’” The decision was
made and they moved to Australia. “There’s no way he would ever bring his
children up in a place like England,” Trish added. “Miserable cold, damp and
squashed. It was the weather and the space that really appealed.”
Once in Australia, Trish and Jason married. Then began a period of a lot of
moving around. They stayed with Trish’s parents on their farm in New South
Wales. Trish had a job, but Jason could not find work. They heard about someone
looking for a chef in Northern Queensland and jumped at the chance. “We went,
‘We don’t have any ties,’ so we left.” They stayed in Northern Queensland for
eighteen months, during which Trish became pregnant. Jason was working in real
estate at the time. “But that wasn’t really doing anything for him,” Trish
explained. “He didn’t enjoy it at all.” They decided to move down to Brisbane
where they spent the next nine years. Trish took some time off work while she had
her “three gremlins.” When she returned to work, she found cooking no longer
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appealed. “I went, ‘Oh, I don’t want to be cooking.’ So I just stopped and took a
different venture, and that’s where retail kicked in.” I asked her to elaborate. “I
was sick of smelling like a deep fryer and going home with greasy hair. So I went
into shopping centres, in a nice environment, where I could put make-up on, you
know, live what I thought was a normal life. So I just set out, on foot, and walked
into every store and thought ‘Ooh I like the look of this one’. So I just dropped my
resumés round.” Soon enough, Trish was offered a casual position in a women’s
clothing store. She took to the job easily even though she had no experience in the
area. “Retail is about talking to people,” she told me. “I just talk the legs off an
iron pot! It just comes back to customer service, asking the right questions. All
you’re doing is asking the right questions to establish their needs.” Not long after
starting, Trish was made a store manager and within two years area manager.
Meanwhile the company Jason was working for had started operating in
Melbourne. “Jason was flying down Monday morning and coming back Friday
night,” Trish told me. “This was when the boys were old enough to be playing
sport, and I was working full time by that stage and so it was like being a single
parent, and I went, ‘I can’t do this!’ And it was killing him too, he hated it.”
Eventually Jason suggested to his boss that they move to Melbourne. “If you’ve
ever read the book Who Moved My Cheese ? [a best-selling self-help title]” Trish
said, “Jason’s not one to let it go stale, he’ll move it as often as he needs to.” This
time around, Trish found the move more difficult. “I was really settled,” she
admitted. “I was working with a fantastic team, really, really good.” Despite
staying with the same company, she did not find her new position in Victoria as
enjoyable as the last. This was because of the other staff. “The girls were just
cliquey. It wasn’t the great team that it was in Queensland. I think I was spoilt in
Queensland really, and that state manager was fantastic. Coming down here, the
state manger didn’t even talk to the area managers,” she complained. “We all
shared the same office and she wouldn’t even communicate to us. It was really
hard. I thought it’s not doing anything for me whatsoever. I wasn’t getting
anything out of it. There was no buzz, there was no excitement.” Another
frustration was that Trish kept getting transferred to different stores. “They
changed my area three times in twelve months. So you’d just get a store up and
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running and making the figures … and you’d think, ‘Okay this is gonna be the
next level for you.’ And they’d go, ‘Okay, you’ve fixed that one, you can have
this one now.’ So it was very unfair to the team in the store because they think
we’ve just got a bit of stability, and things are happening and we’re getting a pat
on the back rather than a kick up the bottom. And that just got frustrating.”
Already annoyed by the constant moving around, the final straw for Trish
came when the promotion to state manager that she had been told by the national
manager was “guaranteed” as hers was given to someone else. Angry and feeling
betrayed she confronted her manager. “I took him aside and said, ‘Who’s she?’
He says, ‘Oh that’s such and such, she’s the new state manager.’ And I said,
‘Pardon? Can I recall a conversation we had, what happened to that?’ And, you
know, he never really answered the question. I was cranky, I was very cranky.
And that’s when I said ‘I don’t trust them ... I don’t like what’s going on behind
our backs.’ It was just, it was horrible.” v Trish found a new job as area manager
for a homewares company. Again she had problems with other managers. “The
national manger just wouldn’t listen to anything we had to say. Good, bad or
indifferent.” vi Another problem was that the job required interstate travel every
week, “I was never at home,” she told me. “I went, ‘That’s it! I’m over travelling,
I’m over planes, I just wanna have something close to home.’” Soon enough, a
friend mentioned that a hardware store nearby was looking for a co-ordinator,
“Seven minutes to work!” Trish exclaimed. “Love it! That’s my sort of job. Down
and dirty and on the floor. And then I thought, ‘Oh it sounds like I’m back in the
kitchen again with the big boots and the trousers.’ I don’t know if it’s coming
back to haunt me, this dirty, dusty, sort of thing or what. Maybe it’s the country
girl in me! My grass roots is boots and jeans.” vii
Needless to say, Trish got the job. This time she thought that she might
stay at her current workplace for a while. “I’ll stick around,” she told me.
“Because there’s so much change and so much variety in what you’re doing and
they do rotate the co-ordinators from this area to this area to this area. There’s
always something new, and there’s always a new challenge. Yes I do like routine,
but not monotonous routine. There’s always something new, it’s invigorating!”
Another thing Trish liked about the job was the “culture” of the workplace. She
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felt that the values of the company actually came through in practice. “The team
members can see it and feel it,” she enthused. She liked the “open-door” policy;
staff at any level could come into her office and talk to her. All employees were
rewarded when the store reached sales targets and they received bonuses and
presents at Christmas. “I can’t believe the amount of people who have been here
eight, ten years!” Trish added, explaining that this was almost unheard of in retail.
Another important factor for Trish was that there was opportunity for her to move
up in the company. “Always room to progress.” A promotion would probably
mean a move to a different store. “For job satisfaction, if I want that next step,
that’s what I’ve gotta do,” she explained. “But if it starts to take over the family
life I’ll just say ‘No, sorry, can’t do it. I don’t want to do it.’ Such is life. I make
the choices that I want, and that’s how I operate now.”
At the end of the interview, I asked Trish if she had any definite goals for
the future. “Not really,” she replied. “The only goal I have is, basically, Jason and
I have a goal to buy a block of land in the middle of nowhere and retire on it. But
in a minimum of ten years, because we want all the kids to be up and through
schooling before that. But apart from that, we live for today, ’cause you never
know what’s around the corner.” She thought it was misguided to delay the
enjoyment. “So, if you can’t enjoy what you’ve got now, like I’ve got a lot of
friends who are saving up and saving up and ‘I’m gonna do this’ and ‘In thirty
years time I’m gonna have this.’ They’re not living at all!” viii I asked about her
plans in the short-term. “If we’re in a different state, we’re in a different state!”
she replied. “Jason’s told me that another transfer could be on the cards. In five
years time we might be in Western Australia, I don’t know. But I never say, ‘I’m
here until I’m fifty-five’, so we enjoy it while we’re here.” Finally I asked Trish
the lottery question. “Oh, I’d retire!” she answered. “We’d be moving onto the
land … It’d only be like fifty acres or something, just a little block to play on.” I
asked her whether she though she might get bored. “I’d be arty, play, build
whatever,” she replied. “There’d be something I’d be doing, I wouldn’t get bored.
I wouldn’t allow myself to get bored.”
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REVIEW

The interviewees in this chapter enjoyed their work but had not made it their
priority. Two of them found change exciting, but the other two were anxious
about the prospect of leaving their “comfortable” jobs. For Greg, freedom was
key. He had escaped both the “constraints” of an employer and the commitment of
a long-term position. He had become fearful of putting his focus on just one thing
as this had led to disappointment. Although things had not gone to plan, Greg had
the type of character that adapted well to change. He was willing to try new things
and had the confidence to do this without anxiety. Trish was similar in this
respect. Change did not make her anxious and she was adaptable. With no
experience, she had left her old career as a chef and started working in retail.
Will was not quite so bold. Although he thought he would enjoy the
challenges of a new position, he had some concerns about moving to a corporate
role. He valued the “communal” atmosphere of his current workplace, and was
worried that he would lose this interaction in a different role. He did not want to
become anonymous and had realised the importance of work in keeping himself
“connected” to society. Similarly, Jenny had been to a number of interviews but
was nervous about working for a large organization. She thought that working for
a small organization was more “enjoyable” as she was able to develop
relationships with the other staff. She was disappointed that companies did not
seem to value her loyalty to her employer, and was taken aback when she was told
that she needed to be more “flexible.” It seemed that Jenny would have been
content to remain in her current role, but she was worried that she would get
“stuck” if she stayed there for too long because she would not have the diverse
experience that employers wanted. She described herself as not being a “huge
career type woman” and was looking forward to having a family. In the
meantime, she was not too concerned about the kind of work she did. There was
nothing about her work that she found particularly satisfying, it was “just a job”
and she was happy that the days passed quickly.
Like Will and Jenny, Trish spoke about the importance of relationships
with other staff and had experienced both positive and negative working
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relationships. She, like many other participants, enjoyed variety and would not
tolerate boredom. Like the interviewees in Chapter Three, she expected that her
job would give her a “buzz” and was ready to move on, with little regret, if this
was not the case. Trish had never been scared to try something new. She found
change “invigorating” and was scathing of her colleagues who wanted to remain
“stable.” She and her husband had always been willing to move if their work was
not allowing them to spend enough time together as a family. Like Greg, Trish’s
plans for the future were vague; experience had taught her that you could never be
sure what the future would bring.
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CHAPTER NINE

“The Dream”
Amy, Retail Assistant, 22
Bridgette, Cosmetics Sales Consultant, 29
Tony, Call Centre Debt Collector, 21

This chapter follows the stories of three interviewees who dreamt of leaving their
jobs and moving on to “bigger and better things.” Amy was working in retail
while she considered her career options. Bridgette had tried to find work as an
actor but had never been able to get a break. She was bored with retail and
hospitality work and longed to do something more fulfilling. Tony’s “dream” was
to have made enough money by the time he turned thirty to allow him to not have
to do any kind of work, leaving him free to enjoy more exciting things.

“You can only dream, ’cause without it we’re pretty boring”
AMY, Retail Assistant, 22

Amy worked in a small boutique. Her reflections on her work gave the impression
that she was biding her time, waiting for an opportunity. While she felt that she
had learnt a lot from working in retail, she dreamt of having a job that she could
put her “heart into”.
I met Amy one evening at the end of her shift. She worked on a busy
shopping strip in one of Melbourne’s inner suburbs. It was a Sunday evening and
the street was crowded with people making their way into the many restaurants
and bars. Amy and I followed suit. After a quick pizza, we walked around the
corner to her house where it was quiet enough to record the interview. The
boutique where Amy worked stocked both local and international designers. The
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clientele, she told me, were the young and trendy, those wanting “something a bit
different.” Amy certainly looked the part. She wore a black dress with a silk scarf
and vintage belt. I commented on her outfit. “You’re the first thing they see when
they come through the door,” she said, explaining that it is important to give the
customer the right impression.
Amy had always had an interest in fashion, although she had not planned
to pursue it as a career. She had hoped to become a make-up artist and after
leaving school completed a make-up course. Following this, she “took some time
out” and worked for a large department store for a few months as a Christmas
casual, which she described as her “first proper job in the real world.” After this
she began a hairdressing apprenticeship. “I wanted to be a make-up artist for films
and fashion shows,” she explained, “and to be a success these days you need a
hair qualification as well. It’s very competitive.” The apprenticeship did not go
well, “I stuck it out for a while, but it wasn’t really me,” Amy said, adjusting her
scarf. “I had to do a lot of cleaning. I thought it would be hands-on dealing with
clients, and I guess my expectations were very different to the reality.”
Amy’s next move was to the boutique where she was currently working.
Although she did not have an official title, her role was something like a store
manager. “I’m involved with every aspect of the business,” she told me. “I see the
new season’s stuff and help with the buying. I do a bit of H.R. [Human
Resources], all that kind of thing.” Some parts of her job were enjoyable: “Getting
to see the fashion that’s on the street and getting to play my own music.” Amy
also enjoyed chatting with customers as this “makes the day go a lot faster.” Her
approach to sales was to be friendly and not too pushy. “I just be myself, have a
conversation so they feel like they can relax with you,” she explained, crossing
her legs. “You’re not trying to shove it down their throat ’cause they know how
much it’s worth and there’s no need to push the sale.” Although she did not like to
“push”, Amy was under considerable pressure from the owner of the business to
make sales. This meant that she had to do things that made her uncomfortable. “A
lot of the time I think, ‘If you don’t need it, don’t buy it.’ That’s my theory,” she
admitted, “but I’d be on the street if I was to say that! I try not to lie, but
sometimes you have to. This girl came in one time and she wanted new bathers
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[swimwear] and she told me she didn’t need them, and I said, ‘What does need
have to do with anything, its all about want these days right!’”
We both laughed and I asked Amy whether she ever got nervous
approaching people in the store. “You can’t be shy,” she replied. “You have to
just go up to a stranger and say, ‘Hi how are you?’ You can’t just stand there; we
can’t afford to have that here.” Amy was not phased by customers ignoring her
greeting. “That’s fine that’s their problem,” she shrugged. “I don’t take it
personally anymore. It used to get to me, but you get used to it.” Generally, Amy
preferred serving men rather than women. “They’re more open to your ideas and
will admit that they’re clueless.” She wished customers, women particularly,
would trust her judgement more. “Have an open mind. We do know the stock
better than you. It doesn’t hurt to let us help you, not be so obnoxious— you don’t
know everything!”
What Amy found most difficult about her job were the “slow days” when
the shop was quiet, “I might not have anyone come in for two hours,” she
groaned. “That’s really draining.” To combat the boredom, she often read.
“Though I’m not supposed to and I have the music, so that helps the day go
faster.” Amy had mentioned music a few times and I asked her about it. “I’m into
hip-hop, rap and R’n’B [rhythm and blues]. I’d love to be a D.J. [Disk Jockey]
one day. Music is a passion, a hobby. I’ve always been into music. Most
weekends I get out to see someone and go for a dance.” Amy particularly enjoyed
people commenting on the music she played in the store. “I can’t work in silence,
I’d go insane! I don’t wanna hear Mariah Carey Christmas carols or elevator
music!” She rolled her eyes and continued. “And if there’s an interesting mix on
that can be a really great conversation starter. You can have nice chat and you
don’t feel so ‘This is what I do as a job.’ They feel more like your friend.”
On the quiet days, Amy sometimes felt stressed. “If I haven’t made any
sales by two, I get panicky,” she admitted. If the day’s sales were low, she would
“Get yelled at” by the owner of the business, which she felt was unfair. “You
know, what can you do when there’s no-one around?” she exclaimed, gesturing
with her hands. “The owner has his days. Sometimes he’s understanding, others
not; he’s not very consistent.” Amy found this unpredictability difficult to deal
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with. “That’s one word to describe the place: inconsistency. No rules or
regulations, its very free style. You know, like with shoplifters, we get the blame
if things go missing; apparently we’re not doing our jobs correctly. But it’s really
hard when you’re working on your own, if you’ve got people in the change-room,
people out the front; you can’t keep an eye on everyone. There’s supposed to be a
system: first time something gets stolen it’s okay; second time, you pay for it
wholesale; third time, full price; and then you’re out. But, you know, it doesn’t
always happen like that. It depends on how he’s feeling.” Amy and the owner
“clash” quite often. “I’ve thought about quitting many a time. It’s hard to handle
such a small workplace, very intimate. Dealing with the owner can be very
frustrating.”
Amy did not think she would stay in her job much longer. She told me, as
other participants had, that it was common to have a high turnover of staff in
retail. “That’s the industry, its not brain surgery; anyone can do it,” she said. “It’s
the age of the people. You’re at the stage where you can do what, you want so
people try bits and pieces of everything. It lacks stimulation, but it gives me good
experience of how to deal with different situations, different people and, yeah, I
think life teaches you a lot more than the classroom can. I like to be able to help
people buy what they need rather than buying excessive stuff. If I had my own
business, I’d probably go broke. But you know a job’s a job! I’d love to have a
job that was more than that, but at this stage of my life … I think I went for retail
’cause I wanted to find myself. Being twenty, I was kinda lost when I was outta
high school, ’cause you don’t know, like, how are you supposed to know what
you wanna do for the rest of your life when you’re sixteen? Life takes so many
turns.”
Amy was adamant that working in retail was not a long-term option. She
planned to return to study and move on to “bigger and better things.” As we
finished the interview, I asked her if she thought she would pursue her ambition to
become a D.J. seriously. “It’s an expensive hobby,” she replied. “But it’s do-able.
And it’s something I love, so I’ll put my heart into it rather than being half-assed
at work you know?” If Amy won the lottery she had it all planned out. “I’d quit!
Buy an awesome D.J. set, make my own mix-tape, travel. I wouldn’t wanna work
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in retail, I’d just live off the interest. I’d be travelling and making music, living
the dream! You can only dream, ’cause without it we’re pretty boring.”

“Here I am, if I die tomorrow what did I do?”
BRIDGETTE, Cosmetics Sales Consultant, 29

Bridgette worked part-time at a department store in central Melbourne. Her story
is one of frustration. Her dream was to act professionally, but she had not been
able to find any paid acting work. Her job in cosmetics simply paid the bills and
she was well and truly “over it.”
It was Amy who introduced me to Bridgette. She took me to meet her one
evening after she had finished work. A petite blonde with a huge smile, Bridgette
greeted us warmly. After a long shift she was in need of a drink, so we chose to go
to a nearby restaurant to do the interview. Amy decided to join us. Over a bottle of
wine we all talked about working in retail, Amy and Bridgette having had similar
experiences. By the time our food arrived, I had learnt that Bridgette had worked
for her current employer, a cosmetics company, for three years. As she started on
her salad she told me how she had arrived at her current position. “My Dad made
me go to uni [versity],” she began. “I did a Bachelor of Arts, but you can’t really
get a job with that unless you specialize.” I asked why her father had wanted her
to go to university. “Because he’d never been,” she replied. “And he thought, you
know, I’d be better off in life, and I wish I’d listened and done something a bit
more, you know …” she trailed off. “Focused?” Amy suggested. “Yeah, focused,”
Bridgette answered, “because I’ve had to do –” she put down her cutlery and
counted on her fingers – “Receptionist, waitress, call centre operator, and now
cosmetic sales consultant, and, yeah, you get a bit down ’cause you’re not doing
what you really wanna do, so.”
Bridgette had grown up watching films with her father, and by age eight
knew that she wanted to act. While she was at university she was part of a theatre
group and had studied a number of different acting styles. She had done some
short films and worked as an extra, but despite having an agent and attending
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numerous auditions, she had never been able to land a significant role.
Tired of her job at the cosmetics counter, Bridgette needed a change. “I’m
over it so badly,” she told us. “People come up to the counter, I’m like ‘Go
away.’” Amy nodded knowingly. Bridgette had already looked into another job. “I
need something new. This would be skincare. I’m doing make-up, so it would be
something new, something different, something fresh. i I’ve just had enough. And
a holiday doesn’t work. It doesn’t.” I asked her why she thought a change of
company would make a difference. “Sometimes you just get tired of saying the
same thing all the time,” she replied, “otherwise you just get stale and bored and
just over it.” Apart from the boredom, one of the other causes of Bridgette’s
discontent in her job was her manager. “She doesn’t want people to have breaks at
the same time,” Bridgette complained. “I find in cosmetics they treat you like
children. We’re rostered on for breaks now.” When she was left to run things by
herself, she was much happier. She had found that her managers didn’t listen and
couldn’t understand the reality of working at the counter. She gave an example
from when she was working for another cosmetics company. Bridgette and her
co-worker were meeting sales targets consistently, then, on Easter Tuesday, sales
figures were bad and management wanted to know why. “They pulled us away
one by one and sort of asked us what happened,” Bridgette recalled. “And I was
just thinking, ‘Well there were no people!’ ’cause people were on holidays!”
Exasperated that she was blamed for the poor sales even though there were no
customers around to sell to, Bridgette quit. “Whenever I’ve had, yeah, a mean
manager or my friends have had one, I’ve always just said ‘Move on,’” she
explained. “Because it’s not worth it, if you’re not happy, you know … I regret
leaving, though. I dunno if it was ego or just sort of distressing, but I just left.” ii
While her job in cosmetics was not where she wanted to be, there were some
things about her work that Bridgette found satisfying. One was helping customers.
“It’s rewarding when you get somebody who doesn’t know how to wear makeup
and you show them how beautiful they can look. That’s when it’s rewarding. I’m
not just saying that, it really is.” She offered an explanation. “I’m not really a
business person, I don’t care about money, you know what I mean? That doesn’t
drive me, what drives me is if I’ve had someone like that and I’ve helped them.
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Then I feel good.” Occasionally Bridgette’s job required her to do something
creative; she wished that there were more opportunities for this. “One day, they
were having a fashion show … and we got to do their make-up and there were
themes. There was like ‘fifties’ and ‘African,’ and that was fun.”
Like Amy, each day Bridgette had sales targets. She was anxious to meet
these only so that she wouldn’t be “hassled” by her managers. “I don’t get
commission or anything,’ she told me. “I’m doing my job, ’cause you know you
should do your job. As Gordon Ramsey [celebrity chef] says, ‘You can’t just take
the guy’s money and not do your job.’ But yeah, I try and treat it like my own
business, but really, no, I don’t get excited about it.” The best bit of her job,
Bridgette had found, was the other staff. “When it’s quiet and we all talk, and
muck around and laugh, it’s the best!” She exchanged a glance with Amy and
they burst out laughing. “All my close friends, apart from my acting friends, all
the best people I’ve ever met, are in cosmetics.” iii
At every place she had worked, Bridgette had tried to look for the “plus
side,” something positive about the work. In her current job it was her
relationships with the other staff that she saw as a “plus”; in others it had been
having her mornings free or getting discounts on the products. “You should read
Don’t Sweat the Small stuff at Work” she told me, gesturing to Amy as well.
“Even if you hate your job, there’s opportunities to be spiritual. Maybe a coworker needs help, or a customer. You can find something rewarding or positive
or good, even if you hate your job.” Although there were many things Bridgette
disliked about working in cosmetics, she had done a number of other jobs that
were worse, in particular waiting tables and working in a call-centre. Partly this
was because of the attitudes of the people she had to deal with in the different
jobs. “When people are shopping they’re nicer, they’re happier,” Bridgette
explained. “When I was a waitress, people kind of treat you badly because you’re
a waitress. They look down on it, like it’s a service thing. Also with waiting it’s
very physical, it’s exhausting.” iv While she had hated working as a waitress,
Bridgette had found her experience in the call-centre even worse. “It’s like a
sweat shop,” she told me, toying with the last of her salad. “It’s call after call after
call. And you have to actually put yourself in ‘unavailable’ to go to the toilet. And
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it’s exhausting, it’s boring, ’cause you say the same thing again and again, ’cause
they give you a script.” Bridgette struggled with having to deal with aggressive
customers. “People will be rude to you ’cause you’re not face to face. Sometimes
they’re just unhappy and they just take it out on you. There’s that book, The
Power of Now and it says that people react from their pained body; they’re
unhappy they’re upset, they lash out and it’s not you; and you kind of have to, you
can turn them around, if you’re nice to them, if you help them, if you don’t let it
affect your ego. When I was younger I used to cry, but now I’m stronger and now
I know that it’s not me and it doesn’t upset me now.” During her stint in the call
centre Bridgette had struggled to keep her positive attitude, I asked her how she
managed to keep going. “It was hard,” she replied. “I got really depressed because
I hated it. And I went to the doctor. How did I stay there? I had a partner and I had
to keep paying my way and, I dunno, you just get used to it, and you just go in
every day, ’cause you have to.”
Towards the end of the interview, Bridgette told me about the difficulties
of finding acting work. She explained that there were few opportunities in the
Australian industry: “They don’t have enough T.V. shows, they don’t make
enough films here,” she said. “There aren’t many auditions, it’s hard to get an
agent and it’s hard to get work, even if you have an agent!” Bridgette had become
so desperate that she had actually paid a casting person for the privilege of
auditioning for them. “I know it’s bad,” she said sheepishly, “but I thought, ‘I
don’t care, I’ll pay,’ and one guy actually got ‘Home and Away’ from it! But I
didn’t get anything. I thought, ‘Why don’t they love me!’ They love the ‘Home
and Away’ guy!” She looked over at Amy who could only shake her head and
smile sympathetically. v Bridgette had a number of regrets about the way she had
pursued her career. “I wish I could go back and do it differently” she sighed. “I
should have gone overseas …” “It’s never too late!” Amy chimed in
encouragingly, but Bridgette was not convinced. She told us about an opportunity
she had had to go to the U.S. and meet the director of a popular soap. In the end
she had decided not to go and explained why. “Now that I’m this age all my
friends, family, the man I love, it’s all here. If I was young, if I was twenty, I
should have gone then.” A significant factor in Bridgette’s decision not to go to
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the U.S. had been her relationship with her partner. Now that they had split,
Bridgette regretted making him a priority. “Don’t live your world around a guy,”
she warned, pointing at both Amy and myself. “They’re taught …‘Career, career,
career, work, work, work’ and we [women] are more kind of about our
relationships, so we put that first and we shouldn’t.” “That’s so true,” Amy
replied, and a whole new thread of discussion began.
Later as we waited for the bill, I asked Bridgette whether she would quit
her job at the department store if she won the lottery. “In a heartbeat!” she
laughed, and began listing the things she would do if she won. “I would, okay, I
would make my own films with me in them. I would give a lot of my time and
money to my animal charities and I would help my friends and family who need
money.” Thinking about this reminded her of a competition she had once heard
about where the winner got the opportunity to work for the charity of their choice
for a year while being paid the salary they were receiving in their old job.
Bridgette thought that this was brilliant, something that she would love to do.
“And here’s the thing,” she explained, “I have to say, you want to do a job that
makes a difference in the world. You don’t just wanna do some crappy job. I
don’t want kids so I always wanted a career, but for me, like, that would’ve been a
dream if I got that job.” She paused for a moment while the waiter took the last of
the plates. “Because I get upset, you know, here I am, if I die tomorrow, what did
I do? What did I do to make it a better place? Especially for animals and women
and poor people. So I would rather do something important … I always thought
when I’m rich and famous I’d do it. But then I thought, ‘Okay, I can’t wait until
then,’ so I started donating to the RSPCA and others.” As we got ready to leave, I
commented to Bridgette that with all the obstacles involved, acting must be one of
those things you really have to love to pursue. She nodded, “I do, [love acting].
And I don’t regret being an artist, because you have more experiences going
between different jobs. If I had been in one job my whole life, I wouldn’t have
met all the people I’ve met, the partners I’ve met, had the experiences I’ve had.”
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“You’ve gotta think outside the square sometimes”
TONY, Call Centre Debt Collector, 21

At twenty-one, Tony was studying to become an accountant. He worked part-time
in a call centre for a finance company, trying to persuade customers to pay
outstanding debts. Tony was full of ambition and enthusiasm. His goal was to
work hard in his youth, invest wisely, making enough money so that the rest of his
life he would be able to stop working and “enjoy.” Interestingly, he was the only
person who answered that he would not continue to work if he did not need to
financially. He did add, however, that it was probably a good idea to do a bit of
work in order to “keep productive” and “active.”
Tony met me in central Melbourne where we had a take-away lunch by the
river. He was eager to tell me about his future plans, but we started by discussing
his current job. “Basically, we call people who have taken out loans and who are
behind in their payments,” he explained, “I deal with those who are pretty far
behind, so we’re looking at those who already have [a] summons against them.
There are some who blatantly have no intention of paying, and others who, for
some reason or other, have gotten into a situation where they can’t pay their debts.
We have, like, an autodial sort of thing. You call up, takes about thirty seconds to
grasp what kind of person they are; you have to look at their history, work out the
best way to get them back on track, have a chat with them.” Getting people to talk
about their financial difficulties could be tricky. “Not many of them want to talk
about it,” Tony said, taking a bite of his sandwich. “They’re too embarrassed …
But yeah, try and find ways to work it out with them so they can restore their
financial credibility.” When he first started working at the call centre, Tony was
nervous about calling people. “It’s pretty scary initially,” he admitted, “but once
you build your confidence up, and you build your negotiation skills, you’ll find
some people are co-operative. Not all the time, but sometimes it’s semirewarding; you can break it down for people and help them out.” vi Of course there
were times when people didn’t want to talk and became abusive. Tony called
these “agro” (aggressive) customers. He told me how he dealt with them. “You try
and have a chat with them from a customer service perspective and educate them
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a bit, but you know some won’t listen, and they get loud. Everyone sitting half a
metre away from you can hear, and they just start laughing and say ‘What was
that?’ But it’s all recorded, so you can’t get angry back at them. You can inform
them of the procedure, the consequences of their actions, that you’ll have to
request repossession of their car. Often when you tell them that, they go ‘Well I
don’t want that to happen,’ and they’ll start to listen.” Sometimes, Tony confided,
if customers had been particularly rude, he would call them back later “off the
record.” “Sometimes, when they’ve been really rude, they’ve hung up on you,
you’ll call them later and say, ‘Why did you hang up on me? What was with the
attitude earlier on today?’ Also, you wanna make them understand you can’t treat
people like that. Sometimes they’ve given one of the people you work with a hard
time and you wanna give them a piece of your mind. It’s not recorded.”
Tony has been successful in his job and had received a number of
performance bonuses. Stretching out in the sunshine, he explained how he got
results. “The trick is always stay calm. If you get angry and you go up where they
are, you won’t win. And you know my K.P.I.s [key performance indicators] are
based on those sort of skills, so it’s important not to get angry. Sometimes it’s
hard, sometimes I’ve just gotta put them on hold and take a breather, then try
again! Don’t get me wrong, you try not to be a smart-arse, but unfortunately it
does sometimes come across that way. But often when I do that I fail, but at the
same time it feels good!” I asked Tony why he was concerned that he got a good
result. Did he actually care whether the company gets their money back or was it
just about getting the bonus? “Well, often,” he replied, “you find yourself sort of
doing it just for your immediate superior. You don’t look at it as the company as a
whole. If you’ve got a good guy you’re working with, you really wanna go out of
your way and go that extra mile for him. When you hear that this guy is getting a
hard time from his superiors, and you were sick last week and he didn’t make you
get a doctor’s certificate for it, you wanna help him out and do a good job. So
sometimes I actually do care. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had a few team-leaders in
the same company and initially I didn’t care, ’cause they were just jerks, they
weren’t nice people to work for.” He continued: “When it’s someone you like,
you find yourself coming in five to ten minutes earlier, staying ten minutes later.
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You get extra smoke breaks, he’ll come in with chocolate—something like that,
just little things, it makes it a more pleasant place to be in.”
Although he didn’t mind the work, Tony saw his job in the call centre as
temporary, a source of income while studying, and potentially a stepping-stone
into another position. “I mean it’s not mentally stimulating, it’s sitting down for
nine hours straight,” he told me. “But for now I’m sort of stalling for time until I
finish my degree. Otherwise, though it’s like with any workplace really, if you’ve
got nice people to work with, it doesn’t really matter what you’re doing. Same in
hospitality, same in sales. I often find that places with a high staff turnover are not
places I wanna be at. Obviously it’s not a good vibe. If you’ve got fun people to
work with time flies.” vii Before the call centre Tony had been working in a shop
making gelati [an Italian ice-cream]. He had become bored with the job and knew
it was time for a change. “I mean, once you’re bored and you’ve stopped enjoying
yourself you start waking up in the morning dreading coming to work.” He
continued: “And once I do that I’m not giving a hundred per cent, and I’m one of
those people who go hard or go home sorta thing.” viii Tony had also become
frustrated with the job’s inconsistent hours. “I had no financial stability.
Hospitality is based on supply and demand, so it’s always gonna be up and
down.” In his new job at the call centre Tony had set hours each week. “Now I
can get a loan for a car. It’s nice to have that security.” I asked Tony whether this
was the first time he had thought about financial security? “Well no,” he replied,
“I went to a financial advisor at seventeen and took out a portfolio. So I’ve always
had that on my mind, that I need something consistent always coming in. I don’t
wanna spend a ridiculous amount of hours towards work, I wanna reap the
rewards from the work. Work’s just to get me by. So having a portfolio, I’m
trying to establish this thing that’s generating cash so I don’t have to work. So I
can set myself up, hopefully by twenty-five, twenty-seven, and won’t have to
work.”
Once Tony had made his millions, his plans were fairly straight forward:
“Enjoy! Travel, see people. Hopefully have some sweet girlfriend!” he grinned. “I
won’t do things I don’t want to do, there’s more to life than to just work. I think,
yeah, nice to keep productive and keep active, that’s nice, but I wouldn’t kill
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myself and do a sixty hour week. What for? If I’ve got the money to sustain that
lifestyle that I love, and have the little bit extra to keep growing, sorted! Work a
little bit just to keep a bit of peace of mind …” He stopped mid-sentence to shoo
away some seagulls who had become interested in the leftovers of our lunch.
“Let’s face it, I’m twenty-one. While I’m young let’s get all the hard yards out of
it so then I can reap the benefits. My Dad worked all his life and now he’s too old
to enjoy, so what for!?” Tony got up to put our rubbish in the bin. When he
returned I asked him whether he thought his father, who ran his own business,
would approve of him not working and living off his investments. “He’d probably
say ‘If you can do it without breaking a sweat, and still generate the same amount
I am, doing a ridiculous amount of hours, good work!’ I mean some people would
initially look down on me. I dunno, everyone has their point of view. I can justify
myself, though. I can say I worked hard early on. I’m happy to kill myself, so to
speak now, as long as I can reap the benefits later. It doesn’t matter I can take a
beating now, I can go around the clock … come on, bring it!” He put his fists up
like a boxer, gesturing for me to try to hit him.
Tony didn’t mind being constantly busy. He told me he had too much
energy to relax and do nothing. I wondered if he would be bored just “enjoying”
his wealth and I put this to him.“Yeah,” he responded slowly, perhaps seeing my
point. “But I like the idea that I can say, ‘No,’ if I want to. See now, if work is
offered to me, I can’t say no. The option of saying no is mind blowing. ix I’m
gonna live to a hundred ’cause of that theory. My Dad’s gonna burn out in the
next twenty years. It takes a toll on your body. Don’t work harder, work smarter!”
Aside from setting himself up so that he can enjoy himself and travel, Tony’s
goals were vague. This uncertainty did not cause him anxiety. “I’ve got a field.
It’s either gonna be accounting or financial planning somewhere in there. There is
some direction, it’s just not narrowed down as yet.” He went on to explain how he
thought people should choose their career. “It’s one of the things I’ve been trying
to say. It’s just what works for me. It just felt right. In finding out what you like
and what you don’t like, you’ve just gotta be in tune with yourself. If you don’t
know what’s going on with yourself, I mean you’ve got problems, let’s face it.
Just listen to what you like.”
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Throughout the interview I had been thinking what an atypical twenty-one
year old Tony seemed to be, going to a financial advisor at seventeen without
being prompted by anyone. At the end of our discussion I asked him what drove
him to do this at such an early age. “You’ve gotta take some initiative,” he told
me. “You’ve gotta think outside the square sometimes. I remember going to
school every morning and I’d see the same guy catch the tram every morning,
9.00 AM, in and out, and he just looked like he was about to kill himself! And,
you know, he looked old and grey and just hating life, and I thought I am not
gonna be like you … Hell no! … At your age I’m gonna be black with tan …
living the dream!”

REVIEW

Amy, Bridgette, and Tony were all, in a sense, biding their time in jobs that
brought them little fulfilment. Amy had decided to work in retail so that she could
“find” herself. Like many of the other interviewees she believed that in order to
find work that she found fulfilling it had to be linked to her sense of self.
Similarly, Tony argued that if you did not have a clear idea of who you were, if
you were not “in tune” with yourself you would have problems. He had chosen
accountancy because it had “felt right.”
Bridgette had known from an early age that she wanted to act. She had
pursued her dream but with little success and she had become disheartened. She
regretted decisions she had made and, even though she knew that it was a
competitive industry, blamed herself for her failure. Although she was unhappy in
her current job, Bridgette found some satisfaction in her relationships with the
other staff. On occasion, when she felt that she had helped someone to feel
beautiful, she found the work rewarding, but these were small compensations. In
her lowest moments Bridgette was filled with despair, asking herself “If I die
tomorrow, what did I do?” Like the interviewees in Chapter Six, she wanted to
make the world a “better place.”
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Amy also dreamt of doing something that she could put her “heart into.”
She often felt guilty convincing shoppers to buy things that they did not need as
this was not in line with her values. Her dream of becoming a D.J. was perhaps
unrealistic, but it was as yet untried and thus still exciting which gave Amy more
hope than Brigette.
Tony was confident that his dream would become a reality, however this
did not involve finding fulfilling work. Having seen “the toll” work could take, on
his father and others, Tony’s goal was to set himself up to “enjoy” life rather than
being ground down by it. This, he believed, was possible if he worked “smarter
not harder.” He did not expect to be completely idle and suggested that work
helped individuals remain “healthy” and “active.” The important thing, for Tony,
was that he had the “option” not to work. This kind of freedom, he thought, was
“mind-blowing.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Jack
70, “I think your vocation is to live”
Jack’s story was not an obvious fit for any of the previous chapters. This is a fact
he would perhaps enjoy, as he did not approve of “pigeon-holing” people. It is for
this reason, and because of the diversity of his working experiences, that he has
not been “labelled” with an occupation. I have chosen to present his story last as a
way of providing a contrast to the others.

Jack’s story stretched over three sessions. Although he lived around ninety
minutes from Melbourne, he offered to come to my house to do the interviews as
he often had appointments in the city. The first took place on a Friday morning.
Jack arrived on time, his whistling announcing him before the doorbell had a
chance. I opened the door and was greeted by a big grin framed by a bushy beard.
We made our way out to the courtyard and once settled in deckchairs in the
sunshine, began the interview. Jack had worked in many different jobs, including
driving trucks, captaining tug-boats, lecturing and, most recently, teaching at a
secondary school. He also sang folk songs and was still busy with various singing
engagements. Unlike a number of the other interviewees, Jack did not believe he
was “meant” to do any particular type of work. For example, he explained that he
had become a teacher “by default”. He had been performing folk songs in
Melbourne in the sixties, singing about “ordinary people, working people … their
lives, their working conditions.” One night, an academic was in the audience and
asked Jack to come to one of his lectures, to sing songs and talk about their
history. Soon other staff were asking him to contribute to their classes. “You
know, one of them used to give the lecture called ‘The convicts through the eyes
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of their masters,’ and I used to do one called ‘The masters through the eyes of
their convicts!’” Eventually Jack was given his own teaching position. “They
managed to create a job for me,” he explained. “Between the English and the
History Department. So in a roundabout way it was a lucky sort of thing.”
Jack had learnt about the history of folk songs during his time at sea. He
had grown up in the East End of London during the Second World War and took a
job on a sailing barge when he was thirteen. “My father was a cripple in a
wheelchair and I had two younger brothers,” he told me. “I was alright at school,
but I didn’t really like it, and so I wanted to go to work and bring some money
into the house. So I went down the docks one day to see if I could get a job. I went
aboard one particular sailing barge and asked if they needed a deck boy. He said
he didn’t, but the bloke down there did. As I set off, he said, ‘But you’ve gotta be
fifteen.’ So I aged a year and a half by the time I got down there!” Jack leaned
back in his chair chuckling. The captain of the boat encouraged him to join free
libraries and to tell him about the stories he read. “I wasn’t overly fond of novels,”
he explained, “so I started reading history. So he’d say, ‘Tell me the tale.’ I’d tell
him about this bit of history and he’d always have a song that went with it. So I
started listening to his history, and I used to think, ‘You lying old sod.’ You
know, some of the stories he told me were unbelievable!” Although he was
dubious at first, after some research, Jack found the “tales” were largely true.
“Nine times out of ten it would be fundamentally right, apart from maybe a few
blemishes here or there. ‘Never let the truth get in the way of a good story’ was
essentially it.” Learning about these songs and their history from the captain was
what first interested Jack in the untold stories of “ordinary” people. “It was there
really, I suppose, that I started to understand that the history books weren’t telling
me all that needed to be told. You know, where were the miners? Where were the
sailors, the cannon fodder in the history books? … It was all Kings and Queens
and parliamentarians and people of great consequence.”
In 1962, having heard about plentiful employment opportunities in
Australia, Jack “jumped ship” in Sydney. As he had been told, he found work
easily. “I did a bit of cane-cutting, worked down at the boatshed building boats,
and generally had a good time, because at that time in Australia there was so
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much work. I had blokes come off building sites and ask me if I wanted a job,
walking up the road. It was easy, it was bloody paradise, it really was.” Again,
Jack was unusual compared to the other interviewees in that he had not found one
job more fulfilling than another. He was prepared to try anything and had enjoyed
nearly all the work he had done, including labouring jobs and cleaning pubs:
“Well yeah, in the old days, I mean, in pubs there was grot on the floor and dog
ends and fags in all the ash trays. And what you did was you took the ash trays
and just tipped ’em upside down on the floor, got a big broom swept it all into an
area and shovelled it into the dust-bin and then got a high-pressure hose and went
through ’cause they were all tiles, you could hose the bloody lot. Even that can be
fun. You can have a bit of a laugh with that.” The only job Jack did not enjoy was
working on an assembly line in a factory. “I lasted half a day!” he told me. “Half a
day and I’d had enough. But that was the only job I didn’t get some fun out of. As
far as I’m concerned, I’ve always believed your life is only so long and the
alternative is a hell of a long time, that’s my assumption. I mean, I don’t work
because I want to, I work because I have to. But then okay, fine, then get into it
and enjoy it. If you don’t enjoy it go get something you do enjoy.”
Reflecting on all his working experiences, Jack didn’t feel that his identity
was tied to any one in particular. When I asked if he thought of himself at core as
a singer (an activity which had been a constant in his life), he replied, “Nup, I just
think of myself as a person, you know, I just happen to be lucky that I’ve been
able to sing. But I also think that I’ve been lucky that I’ve been able to physically
work as well as mentally work. I’ve met lots of nice people so I don’t really think
of myself as anything. I don’t like pigeon-holing people, and I won’t do that to
other people and I don’t like having it done to me!” i Like many others I
interviewed, Jack enjoyed variety and had a strong aversion to boredom. “If I was
only doing one thing I’d get bored,” he told me. “You know, when I was a kid I
was boxing and playing soccer, always doing something. And on the tugs, it don’t
matter how many times you go and do the same thing, each time you do it
differently; the boat moves differently, the tides different, the wind’s blowing or it
ain’t blowing, so you’re always having to think, to adjust. And, of course,
teaching’s like that. Kids are all different, they’ve all got different attitudes and
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you could never be bored in teaching; and if you are, you ain’t teaching. So I think
that’s it for me, I’m easily bored.” ii
Jack’s story was told largely in terms of being in the right place at the right
time. One experience had led to another, but he believed this was more about luck
than any kind of predetermined calling. When I asked him if he felt like a natural
teacher, he replied, “No, no I didn’t. I actually spent a lot of time with selfrecrimination, wondering about, you know, ‘Am I supposed to be here? I’m from
the working class, the likes of me don’t do this.’ So no, I enjoyed what I did, but I
never sort of felt ‘This is my duty.’ I think your vocation is to live, you know, and
when I say, ‘to live’ I don’t mean simply to have fun: to live a life to contribute, to
try and walk gently on the planet, try and lie straight in bed at night, try not to rip
people off, that sort of stuff.”
If Jack felt he was “meant” to do anything it was not focused on his
employment. His idea of vocation was a broader belief in living justly. Despite
this, there did seem to be some sense of an ongoing “life task” in Jack’s narrative.
Throughout his life he had been involved with the unions, had sung about working
people and lectured about their lives. An early experience had stayed with him:
“Towards the end of World War II, before I went to work, I was sent away to the
Midlands, which was a mining and chain-making area. So you had these tiny
cottages and the back room was the forge, and they chucked the chain into the
garden. And these blokes would make chain all day, and they were geniuses. I
used to love sitting and watching them. The only two things I ever wanted to do
was go to sea or be a blacksmith, one or the other, and that was because of this.
But I can remember how hard they worked. These people, they were all so strong,
and you don’t realize they’re working themselves to death. It wasn’t until later
when I’d been to work myself for awhile, and then went back up there and saw
these blokes that I remembered as big strong men, all wizened up and coughing
blood and utterly worn out from work. That again sort of reinforced my attitudes
of the way working people are used and abused and why I thought the union was
important … it was gonna stop that. And so those sorts of things consolidated my
determination to try and tell the story of working people. To try and tell working
people that it's important to be in the union, and to try and fight for the union as
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much as I could, which I did.”
At the time I interviewed Jack he was learning new songs for a union
march that he would be attending. He explained why he continued to be involved.
“I still think that we can change things. I mean, I find it disappointing that at
seventy I’m doing what I used to do when I was thirty, singing for the trade union
movement. I would have thought that by now we would have had it right, but we
haven’t. I really think the unions will become important again, because of the way
young people are getting treated now. I’m not talking about all young people, but
those ones who haven’t got the brains to get themselves to university or into a
good job—they’re gonna be at the bottom of the heap again.” Jack compared his
experience of the plentiful unskilled employment available in his youth with the
limited opportunities today. He thought that many jobs today, particularly those in
the service industry, held little opportunity for fulfilment and were damaging to
young people. “They’re checking supermarket goods through or giving
hamburgers to people all hours of the day or night, people treating you like a
servant. We’ve gotta find ways of protecting them, ways of looking after them,
not just watching them go further and further down and seeing things like drugs as
a way out. A kid up our way just recently drank himself to death. Life’s either
become too hard or too boring, so you’ve gotta get your jollies somehow, and so
you might as well be out of it than be in it. But yeah, I mean, I find it hard to
understand young people’s difficulties, but I can see why it leads to problems for
them ’cause it’s down to being sad, down to feeling not wanted, feeling useless I
think. You know, ‘You’re a loser’, and they use that term a lot now. And all this
that they’ve gotta keep up with, keep up with the Jones’s, the standards, they end
up sacrificing their life … for what? You know, I’d rather be happy and not have
much than have loads of things and be worried, but that’s me.”
At the end of the interview I asked Jack what he would do with a lottery
win? “I’d do what I do,” he replied. “There’d be a few things I’d do around the
house. I wouldn’t buy a new car or a big plasma tele [vision]. I don’t watch the
bleeding tele now! I might build a bigger chook run.” And would he continue
performing, I asked. “Yeah, I’m still having fun,” he said, nodding. “If anybody
asks me, I say ‘The day I stop enjoying it, I’ll stop doing it!’”
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REVIEW

Jack was one of the few participants for whom work was not closely linked to his
sense of self. He had worked in a range of different jobs and valued all these
experiences. He was also the only interviewee to suggest that his “life task” was
independent from his occupation. If Jack felt that he was “meant” to do anything,
it was simply to live an ethically responsible life.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Work Today:
Reflections, Analysis & Conclusions
Having completed his study of Americans at work in the early seventies, Studs
Terkel looked back over the interviews and considered what they might say about
the tenor of the times. Initially, he was struck by the damage that work had caused
his interviewees. He had heard tales of humiliation and nervous breakdown, and
had seen many other scars, “psychic as well as physical”. He found it remarkable
that, despite these injuries, most of those he spoke to thought of work as
something essential to human fulfillment. He sensed a deep longing for “real”
work; a longing for the kind of work that would earn individuals “recognition”,
that would prompt “astonishment”, and most importantly that could provide a
“meaning” beyond that of the paycheck (Terkel, 1974: xi). Those who had found
this shone. Others were searching, while some had all but given up hope. In every
case, though, the same question persisted: “Ought there not be an increment,
earned though not yet received, from one’s daily work—an acknowledgement of
man’s being?” (Terkel, 1974: xii). As one of his interviewees put it: “I think most
of us are looking for a calling, not a job. Most of us, like the assembly line
worker, have jobs that are too small for our spirit. Jobs are not big enough for
people” (Terkel, 1974: xxiv).
An important part of this search for meaningful work, Terkel thought, was
that it offered the individual a path to immortality. “To be remembered,” he
argued, “was the wish, spoken and unspoken, of the heroes and heroines of this
book” (Terkel, 1974: xi). It was only “real” work that could provide the
opportunity to leave a legacy; work that mattered, work that made a difference. As
automation and bureaucratization wiped out “name and face”, some interviewees
complained of having become anonymous “robots”, performing seemingly
meaningless tasks, unacknowledged and fearful of being replaced (Terkel, 1974:
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xii). The work felt “surreal”, “unnatural” (Terkel, 1974: xviii). The dissatisfied
were raising what Terkel called the “sacreligious question”, loudly voicing their
doubts about the work ethic (Terkel, 1974: xii). “The desperation is unquiet,” he
remarked, and it was not only the youth, he noted, who were voicing their
discontent (Terkel, 1974: xxiv). Both young and old alike spoke of their hunger
for “another way” (Terkel, 1974: xxiii).
While Terkel observed many different anxieties in the course of his study,
he decided that the most prominent of these, the “specter that most haunts
working men and women”, was the “fear of no longer being needed in a world of
needless things” (Terkel, 1974: xviii). Indeed, perhaps the most persistent theme
of the book is the human need for affirmation from others and the role of work in
providing individuals with assurance of their importance. In the words of one of
Terkel’s interviewees: “Everyone has to feel needed” (Terkel, 1974: 303). While
there were many in the study whose jobs did not provide this recognition, the
experience of the “happy few” demonstrates how work can provide individuals
with the chance to fulfil their potential, to boost their ego and bring purpose to
their lives (Terkel, 1974: xi). As Terkel concluded,

No matter how bewildering the times, no matter how dissembling
the official language, those we call ordinary are aware of a sense
of personal worth—or more often a lack of it—in the work they do.
(Terkel, 1974: xxiv)

This chapter, using Terkel’s research as a point of comparison, reflects on
my twenty-two narratives and considers what they can contribute to the debate
about the changing significance of work. It responds to the questions, introduced
in the opening chapters, about whether individuals still hope to find vocation and
whether the work ethic continues to drive them to be productive. It also considers
whether the picture of work that emerges fits that outlined by the social theorists,
like Zygmunt Bauman and Richard Sennett, who suggest that the increasingly
temporary nature of jobs and the fragmentation of careers have weakened the
connection between work and identity. These changes, Bauman and Sennett
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argue, have major implications for contemporary workers. After addressing these
questions, the chapter then returns to the broader theme of the significance of
work today in making a meaningful life.

THE SEARCH FOR PASSION: A SECULAR UNDERSTANDING OF
VOCATION

As a starting point, let us pose the question: do the interviews suggest that
individuals still expect to find a calling? It is clear that the idea of having a “life
task,” of being born to do a particular type of work, continued to influence the
way the interviewees thought about work and identity. None of them, however,
understood their work to be vocational in the Calvinist sense: of work as a calling,
a task to be fulfilled in order to glorify God and enhance their chances of
salvation. It seems that Weber was correct: the religious roots of the idea have
well and truly died out. There was only one interviewee, Eleanor, who spoke of
feeling a sense of duty to pursue a certain occupation. She saw her career as a
teacher as a way to serve her community; yet it was a secular mission. Similarly,
while a number of interviewees believed that they had been “born to do” a
particular kind of work, that their occupation had been a matter of fate, there was
no suggestion that this was predestination assigned by God. i
Only three interviewees, including Eleanor, actually used the term
vocation; however, most believed that the key to finding satisfying work was to
find the “right” job, which they frequently referred to as their “passion”. ii When
they spoke of “passion” they were not referring to religious devotion, but to an
absorption in a task that provided excitement and satisfaction. There was no
suggestion of self-denial aimed at securing a position in the afterlife: the reward
of vocational work was worldly self-fulfilment. A particular vocabulary was used
to describe this; some of it influenced by self-help writing on work. The imagery
was often related to light, colour and movement and very similar to the language
used by writers like McGraw (see Chapter Two). As the interviewees described it,
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if you had found your “passion” you felt “fresh”, “excited”, “energized”, “active”,
you had a “buzz”; whereas, without it, things were “grey”, “stale” or “stagnant”.
We are a long way here from the ascetic Calvinist understanding of the calling,
which entailed a sober, restrained approach to work. Overwhelmingly, for these
individuals, a vocation is not a chore to which you must dutifully submit, but a
pursuit that inspires passionate enthusiasm. In short, it is something you should
get “excited” about.
There were a number of interviewees, like Eleanor, for whom vocational
work entailed a long-term commitment; it was, as Weber put it, a “life-task”
(Weber, 2001: 39). Frank, for instance, had always understood “being” a
paramedic as a “long-term career” and, despite the difficulties his job had caused
him, he had “no inclination” to try other types of work. Other interviewees,
however, were convinced that it was possible to have a number of different
“passions” in the course of their working lives. Luke, for example, made it clear
that his job with the ambulance service was a “passion” only until it was no longer
exciting, until it no longer gave him a “spark”. He described the different stages of
a career as “lust and love”; his aim, it seemed, was to remain in a permanent state
of lust. To put it in Bauman’s terms, for Luke, and a number of others in this
study, vocation was only an episode. Similarly, Trish only intended to remain in
her job as a retail coordinator until it no longer excited her. She had stopped
working as a chef (which she had once thought of as a vocation) when the job was
no longer “doing anything” for her. She expected her occupation to provide a
“buzz.” Phillip and Shane also spoke of their work (in research management and
real estate) in this way. They enjoyed the intensity of their jobs, that they were
constantly busy, and that their adrenaline was always pumping. As Shane
described it, the work was “like a drug.” At the time of the interviews, Phillip and
Shane were thoroughly enamoured with their chosen occupations, but a career
change was not out of the question for either of them. Shane, for instance, could
envisage himself working in public relations. He was drawn to anything that he
perceived to have “a bit of fun in it”, anything that was “vibrant.”
This reminds us of Bauman’s description of contemporary individuals as
“sensation seekers” always on the look out for novel forms of excitement. Po
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Bronson, who interviewed Americans in the early 2000s about their search for
vocation, was similarly concerned by this attitude. Many of the people he
interviewed were looking for a “quick rush,” trying to find a “twenty-four-hour-aday high.” Bronson argued that many of his peers had traded the thrill of intensity
for long-term fulfilment: “my generation has used stimulation as a synthetic
substitute for other types of gratification that can be ultimately more rewarding
and enduring” (Bronson, 2002: 46, 47).
While it is true that excitement was important to a number of my
interviewees, their satisfaction in their jobs and their desire to try other kinds of
work was not simply determined by a need for stimulation. For example, a
significant part of what made Phillip’s job satisfying was that he received
recognition for his efforts. He enjoyed being part of a team and feeling needed,
and valued the close relationships he had developed at work. It was these things
that he cited as being hard to leave behind, not the corporate “buzz”. He would
look for a new position when he was no longer “growing”, since he saw working
in different areas as an opportunity to develop his full potential, not just as novel
forms of excitement. Similarly, although the adrenaline rush of the ambulance
was important for Luke, he also valued the fact that he was helping people and
enjoyed the social aspect of the work. He had originally decided to join the
service after being impressed by the professional demeanor of the paramedics
when they attended to his brother. Although he admitted that it was partly his own
boredom that was now prompting him to consider a change, his decision was also
determined by structural factors: the increase in the workload and paperwork.
While individuals such as these could perhaps be considered “experience
collectors”, it is not the case, as Bauman argues, that they judge work only by its
capacity to provide novelty and excitement. Finding their “passion” has not
simply become a case of negotiating their way into an occupation that keeps the
adrenaline pumping.
Considering the interviews as a whole, it is evident that what makes a job
satisfying and enjoyable varies greatly depending on the individual. As in Terkel’s
study, my interviewees cited factors that included recognition of skill and
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contribution, respect, autonomy, variety and work that “made a difference”. iii
When it came to the particulars of the job (the actual tasks involved), whether or
not these were deemed satisfying was highly dependent on individual preference.
During his interviews, Bronson was often asked “‘Which were the fun jobs’?”
(Bronson, 2002: 48). He answered by explaining that job satisfaction was not
determined by the type of work the individual pursued, but by how well they were
suited to the role. He writes: “Passion is really a complex organic chemistry
between an individual and her job that isn’t replicable or mass-producible”
(Bronson, 2002: 174). Thus, a job that bores one person can be thrilling for
another. For example, while for Tim, who revelled in his work as a farrier, every
horse is an exciting new challenge; for someone who lacks his passion for
understanding the mechanics of animal movement, each commission is “just
another horse.” Similarly, while working as a retail coordinator was
“invigorating” for Trish, Bridgette found her job as a sales consultant “draining”.
Certainly Trish’s role as a manager meant that she had more freedom and her job
was more varied than Bridgette’s, however, she had also enjoyed working in retail
when she started out as a sales assistant. The key difference here is that Trish saw
herself as a natural saleswoman, one of her strengths was communication, which
she believed was the key to success in retail; whereas Bridgette felt her skills were
wasted in sales since her real “passion” was acting, which she never found boring.
As one of Terkel’s interviewees, a stonemason, put it: “Anything you like to do
isn’t tiresome” (Terkel, 1974: xlvi).
Although most interviewees seemed to understand that job satisfaction
was dependent on the fit of the individual to the role, there was also evidence to
support Bauman’s argument that stereotypes of different occupations, regarded as
either “interesting” or “boring”, influenced individual’s ideas about work
(Bauman, 1998: 33). A number of interviewees saw retail work as “dull” (without
having had any experience of it), nominating it as their least preferred
employment option. Will spoke of his frustration with people’s assumptions that
because he worked in I.T., his job must be boring. Luke felt slightly guilty that the
public thought that working as a paramedic must be a constant adrenaline rush,
when in fact the majority of the work was mundane patient transfers. Although
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these judgements about occupations persisted, it seems that they were only vague
ideas, not serious beliefs. The interviewees understood that whether or not a job
was enjoyable was dependent on the individual; it was about the “fit.” This “fit”,
Bronson explains, means more than just that the individual enjoys a certain type
of work, they also have to be highly skilled in it. As Weber argued, vocation was
not just about “passionate devotion” it also depended on an individual’s innate
“‘gifts’” (Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1991: 135-136).
A number of the interviewees believed that they had been born with
particular “gifts” or talents that had led them into certain occupations. Many
looked back to their childhood for signs of what was “meant to be”. There was
one interviewee, however, who completely rejected the idea. Jack insisted that he
did not think of himself as being a “natural anything”. He had never felt a “duty”
to pursue one type of work rather than another and had enjoyed all of his
numerous and varied jobs. He argued that individuals should not have to narrow
their idea of vocation to particular types of employment. Instead, he suggested
that if humans have a calling, it is a duty to live thoughtfully, to respect others, to
be honest. In short, they must live an ethically responsible life.
Let us review the argument thus far. I have suggested that a secular
version of the idea of vocation continues to influence individuals. The ghost of the
calling still prowls about in the Western psyche. It has morphed into “passion,”
something decidedly more secular than ascetic. Most interviewees hoped that they
would find this “passion” in work that would bring something more than a mere
financial reward. There is little difference here to what Terkel found in his study.
Where there does seem to be a shift is in motivations for seeking a calling. Rather
than fulfilling an obligation, my interviewees were in search of a vocation to
maximize their personal satisfaction. An important consequence of this change is
that if enthusiasm for a particular line of work diminishes, they move on to
another occupation without the guilt that would accompany abandoning one’s
duty. Vocation has ceased to necessarily mean a life-long commitment to a task; it
can just as easily be a phase in one’s life-cycle.
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FLEXIBILITY AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

One way of interpreting this development is to consider it a welcome
liberation. No longer hampered by a sense of duty, individuals have the freedom
to pursue a number of different types of work over the course of their lives. They
are not “locked into” one career. Yet for many in the workforce, these changes
will not be optional. Individuals have also, as Sennett stresses, been forced to
become “flexible”. The majority of my interviewees had accepted that they would
need to change roles a number of times in their career in order to remain
competitive in the job market. Some were more enthusiastic about this than
others. We may be tempted to assume that “younger” individuals would be more
comfortable with the idea of moving into different types of work. Yet, not all of
my younger interviewees wanted to change jobs frequently. Tim (27), for
instance, who had only ever been employed as a farrier, believed that it was
important to remain “stable”; he thought that you should find your “thing” and
“stick to it”. Similarly, Jenny (30) was quite comfortable as an administrative
assistant and did not want to change jobs—but she was fearful that if she stayed
too long in one position she would become unemployable.
My study, limited as it is, reveals little evidence to support the argument
that people’s attitude to change, or their ability to be “flexible”, is related to age. iv
The obvious counter-example to such a suggestion is Jack (70) who had held
numerous jobs over the years, in all manner of fields and was already in his fifties
when he began working as a teacher. Of all the interviewees, it was perhaps Trish
(42), a former chef and now a retail coordinator, who was the most enthusiastic
about change. Quoting Who moved my cheese? and feeling sorry for her
colleagues who were “stable in their little surroundings”, she looked forward to
new challenges and was confident of her success.
One of the implications of the shift toward fragmented careers that
particularly concerns Bauman and Sennett is that work may no longer be able to
provide individuals with a solid, life-long identity. Work and identity were
certainly closely linked for almost all my interviewees. Jack was the exception.
He resisted aligning his identity with any particular type of work, something he
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saw as “pigeon-holing.” Others were working in jobs that they felt had little to do
with who they were, but they still believed that, ideally, individuals should work
in occupations that related to their sense of self. Some interviewees saw their
identity as being inextricably linked to a particular type of work. Eleanor’s
occupation had been absolutely central to her sense of self throughout her life; she
had always thought of herself as a teacher, and this continued into retirement.
Others understood the self as being more of a project; their identity could shift,
with career changes contributing to the transformation. Many sociologists,
including Anthony Giddens, have argued that in the contemporary West the self
has to be “reflexively made” amid “a puzzling diversity of options and
possibilities” (Giddens, 1991: 3). A number of participants in the study
understood identity in this way. Amy, for instance, had felt “lost” when she left
school and had decided to work in retail in order to “find” herself before deciding
on the kind of career she wanted to pursue. While there were a number of
individuals for whom work had provided a solid life-long identity, if the
fragmentation of careers continues to increase, this may well become unusual.
One of the troubling consequences of contemporary developments,
Sennett suggests, is that those who cannot rely on their work to provide a solid
sense of self may have difficulty in creating a meaningful narrative in which to
place themselves. They are at risk of “drifting” from one job to another, of
“losing” themselves. Amongst my interviewees, those who had spent their career
working in one occupation had no problem in creating narratives of work in which
to place themselves. Yet, there were those who had worked in a number of
different roles who were also able to construct meaningful narratives. Trish, for
instance, could link both her work as a chef and her job in a hardware store back
to her sense of self. Both occupations, she thought, were “down and dirty” and she
linked this to her identity as a “country girl”. At the same time, she felt
comfortable working in a women’s clothing store, and rationalized that this was
because she was a skilled communicator, someone who could “talk the legs off an
iron pot.”
In fact, one of the most striking things about the interviews is how skilled
individuals are in creating narratives that could interpret even the most
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unexpected career changes as being a part of life that was “meant to be”. Fate was
the reference point here—a semi-secularized notion of the pre-ordained. Work
that had not been satisfying could be seen as a “wrong turn.” People rationalized
that they had needed to work in jobs that were a bad fit as it was this that had led
them to something to which they were better suited. In other words, it was all part
of the plan. Even those who had not chosen to make career changes could find a
way to make it seem like things had happened “for a reason.” Despite Chris’s
bitterness about the way his role at the bank had changed, he now suggested that
he had always wanted to be a truck driver. His father had driven trucks, so it was
“in his blood”. He had hoped to follow in his footsteps and become a driver, but
his mother had suggested he work in a bank instead. When things changed at the
bank, it was his chance to break free and pursue his desire to drive trucks.
Similarly, Greg, who had also been forced to change his plans, managed to
rationalize that this was for the best. He had constructed a narrative to make sense
of his disappointment. Having to abandon his career as a professional runner
revealed to him the importance of his ability to run, in that it had led him into his
career as a fitness consultant. His background in athletics had made him “flexible”
enough to “deal with any sport.”
Greg is exactly the kind of individual that Sennett and Bauman describe
when they discuss the consequences of making a career out of flexible
employment. Although he does not work in one of the “cutting edge” institutions
that Sennett focuses on, Greg’s job as a consultant meant he was focused on the
short-term, wary of commitment and “willing to abandon past experience”
(Sennett, 2006: 5, 10). He had even turned down a two-year contract as it was too
much of a commitment. Although he understood the benefits of a having a secure,
permanent position, these were not great enough to tempt him into getting “locked
into” a role. While Greg had managed to convince himself that the twists and
turns of his career had all happened for “a reason”, he was starting to question
what he would do next. He was “grappling” with this issue of identity, feeling that
he had been “floating” between things. He had decided that fitness was the “core”
of what he did (and who he was) and planned on “recapturing” this, feeling that he
needed to redefine his “self identity”. In the future, he planned to only pursue
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work directly related to this. It was all part of a process of trying to become more
“definite” about who he was. In Sennett’s terms, Greg had felt himself beginning
to “drift” (Sennett, 1998: 30). Though he was able to construct a narrative to make
sense of his past, Greg still had trouble creating “predictive narratives” about the
future (Sennett, 1998: 135). He described his vague plans as “mushy concrete”
that was not yet “set”, and while this had once been exciting, there were clear
signs that the uncertainty was starting to cause him some anxiety.
While Greg’s experience seems to confirm Sennett’s argument, it is
important to note that none of the other interviewees were in this kind of trouble.
Rachel, as a project manager in financial services, was exactly the kind of “new
economy” employee that Sennett suggests would be most at risk of developing the
kind of symptoms that Greg exhibited. Her description of the industry fits
Sennett’s picture perfectly. She was wary of remaining in one job for too long. It
would not look good on her resumé since it did not show “flexibility”, that she
was able to “adapt”. She thought that loyalty was no longer “high on the agenda”
and that her employers were more interested in people who could “get things done
fast” and “make a company change to keep competitive.” Rachel’s future plans
were almost as vague as Greg’s, but her sense of purpose and her identity were
clear: she was her family’s main breadwinner and she would do what was needed
to provide for her family. Although uncertain of exactly where her work would
take her, Rachel was secure in her role as a breadwinner, which, no matter who
she was working for, gave her a meaningful “predictive” narrative.
While Rachel was not concerned that employers did not value loyalty,
others had been disappointed that it was not highly regarded. Jenny, for example,
had refused to take a day off from her job as an administrative assistant to go to an
interview and was told by the recruitment consultant that she needed to be more
“flexible”. She had been surprised and frustrated that the consultant did not regard
her loyalty to her employer, her reluctance to simply “skip” work, as something to
be applauded. While there was a general consensus that large companies no
longer cared about loyalty, there were a number of examples of its persistence in
small businesses and also in people’s personal sense of commitment to their
colleagues and their employers. Cindy, for instance, had been treated unfairly by

179

her accounting firm but had felt obliged to stay when one of the partners became
seriously ill. And although Ken was tired of running his own business as an
electrician, even if given the opportunity to retire, he would not take it until his
apprentice had completed his apprenticeship. For these interviewees, loyalty
remained a central guiding principle.

THE WORK ETHIC

It is evident that the idea of vocation remains influential; however, once
individuals have found their calling, even if this entails only a short-term
commitment, do they feel compelled to pursue it devotedly? To put this another
way: do the interviews suggest that the work ethic continues to drive individuals
to work tirelessly in their chosen occupation? Firstly, there was certainly an
understanding that productivity was healthy and that hard work was to be
applauded. A number of interviewees experienced guilt if they were not “giving
their all” at work. They felt something driving them to be at their most productive.
Most enjoyed being busy and almost all feared idleness. However, although
laziness was generally frowned upon, it was not seen as sinful, in the sense of
putting them at risk of eternal damnation. While they may have felt the prick of
their conscience and feared the disapproval of society, they did not think that the
fate of their soul was at stake if they did not put in a hard day’s work. This is
further confirmation of Weber’s suggestion that, although remnants of the work
ethic remain, its religious origins have largely vanished.
Tim was one of those who experienced guilt if he did not work as much as
possible, sometimes seven days a week. He had even worked the day after his
bucks party. Tim struggled to explain why he felt this need to “do something”. He
just “couldn’t help” himself, he had to try to be “successful,” to earn the money he
felt he “should” be earning. He also prided himself on not letting his clients down
and honouring his commitments. It angered him when, because of his age, clients
assumed that if he was not attending to them he was being “lazy.” As was the case
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for Weber’s Calvinists, accusations of laziness were, for a number of participants,
the worst kind of insult. Cindy was angry that, even though she had been working
long hours, if she ever left early she received “snide comments” which implied
that she was being “slack”. Even though she had made a decision to make her
family a priority, which meant cutting back her hours but still working full days,
Cindy was still worried that she was doing enough work. Most interviewees felt a
combination of demands that they placed on themselves and social pressure to be
as productive as possible. Even Tony, who planned to set himself up as early as
possible so that he would not have to work, felt that he would need to “justify” his
future idleness to others by letting them know that he had “worked hard” in his
youth.
For most of the interviewees, not working at all was unimaginable. Almost
all answered that, even if they did not need the money, they would continue to
work. Some would reduce their hours, some would change to a different
occupation, some would do volunteer work and some would like to start their own
business, but all felt they would need “something to do.” Most had a sense of the
importance of regular, purposeful activity for providing stability, routine and a
link to others. There was an understanding that work provided structure, that it
occupied the mind. Many joked about going “crazy” if they no longer had
purposeful activity and suggested that they could never see themselves retiring.
Ken, for instance, “couldn’t possibly” simply “sit around and do nothing.” While
none of the interviewees wanted to be idle, neither did they want to be overworked. Almost all the subjects of this study had struggled with the question of
how much of their time to devote to work. Some were self-confessed workaholics
but others had made a determined effort to allow time for other things that were
important to them. They spoke about trying to achieve “balance” between their
paid work and other pursuits, feeling torn between competing demands. For some,
this was in order to allow them to contribute more to family life. Others wanted a
more enjoyable “lifestyle.” Will was one who did not feel compelled to devote
himself completely to work. He did not feel as though he had to be “constantly
striving” to reach the “top” of his field and had decided that spending time with
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his family and friends was more important to him than the financial rewards
enjoyed by “workaholics.”
Though perhaps not as prominent as in Terkel’s study, there was a
questioning in these interviews of both the ethic of “work for work’s sake”, and of
meaningless consumption. A number of interviewees were wary of the
consequences of what Eleanor called “chasing the dollar”, arguing, like Will, that
there were more important things in life than money. Trish and her husband Steve
had decided that he would leave his highly paid job in the U.K. so that they could
bring up their children in Australia where they believed they would have a better
childhood. Olivia had decided that she needed to leave corporate law before she
became reliant on making “too much” money. She had seen friends earning six
figure salaries living from pay-check to pay-check. v Cindy felt that many people
in accounting were “obsessed” with money, and she could see how easy it would
be to get “roped into” attempting to keep up with her colleagues.
While it was important to the interviewees that they were financially
stable, there was no evidence to suggest that they were rampant consumers. When
asked the lottery question, even those who hated their jobs did not suggest
extravagant spending sprees. Bridgette, for example, suggested that if she did not
have to worry about money she would definitely quit her job in sales but would
then begin doing the work she loved. There were some, like Shane, who admitted
that the financial reward of his work in real estate was a “big motivator.”
However, this was not the only significant thing that his work provided. Shane
was certainly not one of Weber’s sober, calculating “‘specialists without spirit’”,
whose work, without religious meaning to justify it, was reduced to “sport”
(Weber, 2001: 124). Though he may have used sporting metaphors to describe his
success at work, (“hitting it out of the park”, for example), Shane’s work was not
a game. It brought him recognition, allowed him to be creative and gave him the
opportunity to be remembered, to leave a “legacy.” His work mattered. While the
financial rewards of real estate had allowed him to buy a nice house and
expensive suits, more importantly it gave him the chance to “be a hero.”
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THE QUESTION OF MEANING

As in Terkel’s research, a number of participants in this study spoke of
their desire to do “real” work, work that mattered, that “made a difference.” Olivia
had quit her job in corporate law because she was not “personally invested” in her
work. If a company lost money, she felt responsibility to her client but did not
sincerely “care.” Now on the board of a large non-government organization, she
saw it as a privilege to be able to “actually do something” that would help make
the world a better place. Similarly, Rachel enjoyed her job as a project manager in
financial services but she didn’t feel that it “made a real difference to people”.
The stock exchange was not “real”, it was just “money filtering into numbered
accounts”. She would much prefer to be managing projects that were “rewarding
on a humanitarian level.” Bridgette longed to do something that she felt mattered.
While she took some consolation in showing people how beautiful they could
look by applying makeup correctly, this was not significant enough to make the
job feel meaningful. The question that bothered her was: “Here I am, if I die
tomorrow, what did I do?”
This is not to say that selling cosmetics could not be meaningful. For work
to give meaning to a life it did not necessarily have to be “saving the world”, it
just had to make the individual feel that what they were doing was valuable. It had
to provide a sense of purpose, a compelling reason to get out of bed each morning.
For example, Linda had been able to break out of her depression when she started
working as a cruise manager. This job allowed her to do what was important to
her; she could help people to “have a good time”. Similarly, Phillip felt that his
work as a research manager made a significant contribution to the running of the
company. He knew that if he missed a day of work it would “really be noticed and
missed.” Phillip was quite frank that work was the most important thing in his life.
He had put his work “on a pedestal”, raised it to a level of greater significance.
It is important to note that it was not only work that could provide a sense
of purpose. For some interviewees, it was their family that was on the pedestal.
Others found meaning in their voluntary activities. For them, the key to living
with purpose was “being needed” (Terkel, 1974; xviii).
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While many of the interviewees had found work which made them feel
that their efforts mattered, there were some signs that the parts of the jobs that
made the work meaningful were disappearing. Eleanor, for instance, said that she
would not enter the teaching profession in the current climate. She felt that the
demands of reporting and other paperwork meant that teachers had no time to get
to know their students, the very thing that had made Eleanor’s job meaningful.
Luke was ready to leave the ambulance service because the job had changed. The
additional paperwork, the need to meet performance targets and the increase in the
workload left little time for what was really important: the “actual patient care.” It
seems that in some sectors of work, increased rationalization and
bureaucratization means that jobs are being emptied of what makes them
meaningful, trapping workers in Weber’s “iron cage”. A small study such as this
cannot give any indication of how widespread this trend may be. More research is
needed to discover where this is happening, including large quantitative studies
based on representative samples.
Also worth noting is that, in contrast to Terkel’s interviewees, mine
seemed far more likely to blame themselves for their dissatisfaction than
structural factors. Only a few spoke of problems with the “system”; most saw it as
their own fault if they were unhappy, arguing that they had chosen a job that was
not really “them.” Again, more research is needed to see if there is actually a
significant trend here. But, if these developments do persist, it would seem that
Bauman and Sennett are far from being altogether wrong to be concerned about
the potential of work to give meaning to a life.

*

*

*

This thesis has shown that work continues to be highly significant in the lives of
individuals in the contemporary West. For the twenty-two interviewees, it is,
overwhelmingly, a key source of meaning and, in almost all cases, closely tied to
their sense of self. Contrary to what Bauman and Sennett suggest, there is no sign
that consumption is replacing work as the major source of definition and
fulfilment. Comparing this study to the one that Terkel undertook in the 1970s, it
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seems that, on the whole, there has been little change in the capacity of work to
provide the individual with a sense of purpose.
In terms of fulfilment, the same factors continue to be important. Apart
from work being satisfying in itself, recognition, respect and the chance to make a
difference are particularly significant. There are some signs that the temporary
nature of jobs and the fragmentation of careers are making it more difficult for
individuals to find fulfilment, however most interviewees are coping well. At this
stage, it is too soon to tell whether the changes Sennett has identified will corrode
character. If the theories of the new economy are right, then work may well
become less significant in the lives of contemporary individuals, but, for the
interviewees in this study at least, work remains central.
One of the reasons for this is that, to use Weber’s metaphor, the ghost of a
calling continues to haunt contemporary individuals. There has been a secular
sublimation of the idea of vocation. The ethic of service may be weakening, but
the desire of individuals to find a job to which they are particularly suited, one
that fascinates and absorbs them, persists, albeit in a more self-oriented, secular
guise. Repeatedly, the interviewees spoke about finding their “passion”. For some,
this meant a life-long devotion to a task; for others, a series of different kinds of
employment. A recurring theme in the narratives was nervousness about getting
“stuck”, of “stagnating”. The aim was to remain “fresh”, to keep the “buzz” alive,
and the dreaded boredom at bay. In fact, an insidious fear of idleness was
pervasive. This anxiety was far more prominent than concerns about identity or
uncertainty. What the participants dreaded most was having nothing to occupy
them, of being useless. The language of asceticism may have become redundant,
but certain practices remain. The attitudes of the interviewees towards laziness
and slovenly work are compelling signs that the work ethic still prowls around in
the psyche of the contemporary West.
Let me conclude with one final observation. While it was clear that work
continues to play a central role in the lives of the subjects of this study, it was, in
many cases, sharing the spotlight. Although the interviews were focused on how
they made a living, in explaining their decisions and motivations the participants
often spoke of other important aspects of their lives, particularly their families and
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relationships. In conversations with two interviewees off the record, it became
clear that, in terms of fulfilment, it was not work that mattered but love. Freud
was once asked what “normal” individuals should be able to do well, and he
reportedly answered “‘Lieben und arbeiten’”: work and love (Erikson, 1965: 265).
Although (or perhaps because) Tolstoy’s own marriage was notoriously turbulent
and constantly interfered with his work, the Russian writer came to the same
conclusion. The characters in Anna Karenina learn this lesson: Vronsky has Anna,
but misses the regiment; Levin delights in his marriage to Kitty, but needs his
work to balance him. Kitty is happily married but needs the work of running the
household to keep her occupied.
This thesis began with Tolstoy’s question: In a disenchanted world, how
are we to live? Or how should we arrange out lives? Tolstoy himself answered:
“One can live magnificently in this world if one knows how to work and how to
love” (Letter to Valerya Arsenyev in Troyat, 1967: 152). Of course, we now live
in a different world, an increasingly individualized world, where the challenges
we face in finding a vocation may not be so different from those we confront in
our search for a life partner. As many social theorists have suggested, as well as
the particular challenges of working in the new economy, individuals must also
deal with uncertainty in their intimate lives. vi Reflecting on divorce rates and
attitudes to marriage, some have noted that the “short-term” mentality, which we
observe in the world of work, may also apply to relationships. In terms of further
research, aimed at understanding the ways in which people cope with the
uncertainty of the contemporary world, a fruitful line of enquiry may begin with
the question of how fulfilment in work and love relate.
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Notes
1) Introduction
i

From here on Working.

ii

It is important to note that I did not ask people directly about things like
meaning. I conducted two unofficial “pilot” interviews with friends before
commencing the study and found out that it was pointless to ask questions like,
“Do you find your work meaningful?” or even, “Do you think it is your
vocation?” These questions were ineffective and, as Probert and Macdonald
suggest, ran the risk of alienating participants. As I had been advised by
experienced interviewers, with these kinds of issues you often need to ask around
the question rather than trying to approach it directly
iii

This was the period of the Global Financial Crisis. The effects were not felt
anywhere near as much in Australia as elsewhere in the Western world and the
country did not enter recession. Most of the interviews were conducted before the
panic took hold. Only the last interviewee referred directly to the GFC. Other staff
at her workplace had had their hours cut back and she asked me after the
interview which I thought were the “safe” jobs in uncertain times.
iv

Women aged fifteen years and over.

v

The Australian Bureau of Statistics defines part-time as working less than 35
hours a week on average (ABS, 2010).
vi

Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO)
Skill Levels.
vii

For men, full-time working hours increased by 1.9 hours per week to 43.2 hours
between 1985 and 2005, and for women by 1.7 hours to 39.3 hours (ABS, 2006a).
viii

Ethnicity was not a focus of my research being outside the scope of this
project. I did not specifically ask interviewees about their ethnic backgrounds,
although some told me where they had grown up, some outside Victoria and a
couple outside of Australia.
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ix

Although I aimed for diversity, there are a number of interviewees in the study
who have the same or very similar occupations. There are two paramedics
because I was urged by the younger participant that, in order to understand the
way the ambulance service had changed, I needed to speak to someone who had
worked as a paramedic for many years. There are also two people who work in
call centres (one a private company and the other a government agency). This was
a job I particularly targeted because with the move of manufacturing offshore, it
has been suggested that the call centre has become the “new factory.” Another
area I was particularly keen to investigate was retail, which has become the largest
sector of employment in Australia and continues to grow.
x

A few participants, without prompting, suggested their own pseudonyms, which I
used. The others I chose arbitrarily.

2) Setting the Scene
i

For a comprehensive study of the history of work, see Applebaum’s The Concept
of Work - Ancient, Medieval, Modern (1992). For an overview of the sociological
literature, see Grint’s The Sociology of work: an introduction (1991).
ii

Examples of these dramas include Blue Heelers and All Saints (Australia) and
E.R.., Grey’s Anatomy, C.S.I., Law and Order, House and N.C.I.S. (U.S.).

iii

Examples include The Librarians (Australia), The Office (both the U.S. and
U.K. versions) and
The I.T. Crowd (U.K.).

iv

Bondi Rescue, for instance, focuses on the activities of surf-lifesavers on
Sydney’s Bondi Beach. Bondi Vet examines the life of a conscientious vet, while
The Recruits follows the stories of a number of police-force hopefuls. In the U.S.
Ice Road Truckers has truck-drivers battling the elements, while The Deadliest
Catch is about deep-sea fishing (similar to the U.K.’s Trawlermen). These
programs celebrate the dedication of workers in dangerous occupations.
v

This best-selling book has been published every year since its first release and
there are more than eight million copies in print. In 1995 it was included in the
Library of Congress’s Center for the Book “25 Books That Have Shaped Readers’
Lives”, placing it in the company of Cervantes’ Don Quixote and Tolstoy’s War
and Peace (http://www.jobhuntersbible.com/articles/wciyp.php).
vi

While only two of the participants in the research for this thesis referred directly
to self-help books, the kind of language McGraw uses is typical of the way a
number of those I interviewed spoke about their work.
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3) “The Buzz”
i

Like Phillip, a pharmacist Terkel interviewed commented that he liked that his
presence at work was missed if he was absent: “I like to feel kinda needed. It
kinda feels good. You say, well, you’re of some value” (Terkel, 1974: 315).

ii

Terkel spoke to a jockey who, like Luke, quiet enjoyed the attention he received
from the public but thought it could get “a little pesty” (Terkel, 1974: 364).
iii

This attitude, that the work of a paramedic was nothing extraordinary but just
“part of the job” is frequently echoed in James Knight’s interviews with
Australian emergency services workers in Just Doing My Job- Cops, Firies and
Ambos: Everyday Australians with extraordinary stories (2006). As one of the
firefighters in the book explained “Occasionally you get someone who will say,
‘Thanks very much,’ but not often. That doesn’t worry me. As far as I’m
concerned I get paid to do a job” (Knight, 2006: 65).
iv

Again, Knight’s interviewees speak about their work in very similar language.
Consider these quotes from three firefighters who work at the South Melbourne
Fire Station: “It’s the big jobs that stick with you. They give you a buzz”, “You
get that hit of adrenaline”, “There aren’t many other jobs where you and your
workmates see and share the full range of human emotions” (Knight, 2006: 4762).
v

This interpretation is based on John Carroll’s discussion of work and sport in
Ego and Soul: The Modern West in Search of Meaning (2008). Carroll shows how
work and sport are “closely allied” in the cultural forms of the modern West, and
argues that both give individuals the opportunity to reach a transcendent state,
where they “lose themselves” to the rhythms of the task or the play (2008: 38-42).
In one of Knight’s interviews with emergency services workers, a firefighter
compares putting out a big fire to playing in a football final. Others discuss being
“‘in the zone’” and describe how at these times their actions become “automatic”
(Knight 2006: 48-62).

4) “In a Good Place”
i

Like Hazel, in his early years Shane (Real Estate Agent, 29) did not have a clear
idea of what kind of work he wanted to do, but his experience of working in a job
that he had found boring had convinced him that for an occupation to be satisfying
it needed to be something that was linked to his identity, something that was
“actually ” him.
ii

Luke (Paramedic, 28) also suggested that dealing with the same patients for an
extended period would have negative effects, he thought that moving around and
working with new patients helped him to stay “fresh”.
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iii

This is very similar to Luke’s description of the “adrenaline rush” he
experienced when he had to quickly make a critical judgment.
iv

Luke too plays down the “hero” aspect of his work, refusing to acknowledge
that he was doing something “special” and stressing that many other people do the
same job as him.
v

Once more Hazel’s experience is comparable to Luke’s, whose frustration with
his job was due to structural problems (the increasing workload and the pressure
from management to increase response times), not the nature of the work.

5) “Old Fashioned” Vocation
i

This is similar to Hazel’s (Social Worker, 50) experience whose family offered
her little support in her decision to pursue a career, expecting that she would focus
on raising a family. However, while Hazel struggled to find “direction”, Eleanor
had always known that she wanted to teach.
ii

Similarly, Hazel (Social Worker, 50) suggested that in order to do her job well
you had to genuinely care about people.
iii

Like Eleanor, Luke (Paramedic, 28) too felt that systemic changes to his job left
little time for the things that made the work fulfilling and because of this was
considering leaving the ambulance service.
iv

Eleanor’s account of slowly cutting back on work, of not going “cold turkey” is
reminiscent of Shane’s (Real Esate Agent, 29) description of the addictive nature
of his work as being “like a drug.”
v

Shane (Real Estate agent, 29) was also on a mission to improve the image of his
occupation. He too was frustrated by the assumptions people made about his
character based on misconceptions they had about his line of work.

6) “Making a Difference”
i

Shane (Real Estate Agent, 29) and Phillip (Research Manager, 30) also found
satisfaction in seeing a project through to completion and knowing that they were
responsible for a successful result.
ii

Like Rachel, Phillip (Research Manger, 30) had not purposefully pursued work
in a certain sector, but felt fortunate that his occupation now suited his
temperament and made the most of his talents. He used very similar language to
Rachel to describe this. Rachel “just fell into” business marketing and Phillip had
“sort of fallen into” research management. Rachel was “quite well matched” to
her work, while Phillip was in a job that was “quite a good fit” for him.
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iii

A fireman Terkel interviewed made the same distinction between “real” work
(that directly helped people) and other more abstracted work: “I worked in a
bank. You know, it’s just paper. It’s not real … But I can look back and say, “I
helped put out a fire. I helped save somebody.’ It shows something I did on this
earth” (Terkel, 1974: 589).
iv

Fiona’s fear of “stagnation” is reminiscent of Luke’s (Paramedic, 28) desire to
stay “fresh” and Phillip’s (Research Manager, 30) need to be “moving forward”.
v

While Cindy was concerned about the assumptions her clients made about her
because of her gender, Tim (Farrier, 29) felt that he was judged unfairly because
of his age.
vi

Cindy echoes the sentiments of an interviewee who told Terkel that “The only
time I get hurt is when I perform some extra service and I don’t get what I thought
I deserved” (Terkel, 1974: 109).
vii

Like Cindy, Shane (Real Estate Agent, 29) had found that the gratitude he
received from his clients was one of the most fulfilling things about his job. He
too had been sent thank you notes and had compiled them into a “Bible of
Testimonials”.

7) “Better the Devil You Know”
i

The other paramedic I interviewed (Luke, 28) also argued that the increasing
workload was making his job more taxing and less enjoyable.
ii

Cindy (Accountant, 29) also used this expression “change the goal posts” to
describe her bosses’ actions in changing the criteria she needed to fulfil in order to
become a partner in the firm. Both Frank and Cindy were outraged by the
injustice of being promised something that they were later denied. They felt their
loyalty had not been sufficiently rewarded.
iii

There is a hint here, in Frank looking for something to “scare” him, of the
“desensitized” senior paramedics that Luke (Paramedic, 28) had encountered.
iv

Like Ken, both Frank and Eleanor (Teacher, 60) looked back to their childhood,
to the games they played, to explain their choice of occupation. They also used the
term “natural” to describe how they felt in their working environment. All three
felt their skills were innate, that the work came easily to them; as in the colloquial
expression “you’re a natural.”
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v

There are a number of similarities between Ken and Tim (Farrier, 29), who both
owned their own business. Like Ken, Tim had found that clients did not
understand that he had a number of different commitments to fulfil and juggling
these demands caused him a great deal of stress. They both argued that their work
did not provide the kind of satisfaction in a “job well done” that other tradesmen
experienced. This sentiment was echoed by an electrician Bronson interviewed
who had recently begun installing solar panels on roofs where his efforts were
noticed: “Electricians don’t normally get that kind of visibility. Our work is
hidden. You only think about it if it’s broke. This is different, and it’s a kind of
pride I didn’t anticipate… I love being able to look up and say I did that”
(Bronson, 2002: 71).
vi

Again, like Ken, for Tim (Farrier, 29) the success of his business depended
solely on reputation and he worked hard not to “let people down.”
vii

Eleanor (Teacher, 60) and Luke (Paramedic, 28) also felt that “non-productive”
paperwork was interfering with their “real” work.
viii
This was also the case for Tim (Farrier, 29). Despite the advances in
technology, the core skills needed to practice his trade remained the same.
ix

Tim (Farrier, 29) uses very similar language to Chris to describe his attitude
towards changing jobs: “I found my thing, I stick to it.” Like Chris he did not like
to be “going from one job to another” and felt this showed a lack of dedication.
x

Like Chris, a truck driver Bronson interviewed also found it a relief to be out of
the office and not following orders: “Most jobs, you’re consumed by answering
questions about why you’re doing what you’re doing and how you’re doing it.
And in the hallways, everyone’s complaining about how they’re second-guessed
by their bosses. In this job we’re never told how to do it.” Bronson argues that the
one thing truck drivers have in common is that they “Don’t like being told how to
do something” (Bronson, 2002: 319).

8) “Flexibility” and “Lifestyle”
i

Like Greg, Tim (Farrier, 27) and Ken (Electrician, 50), who both owned their
own businesses, also valued the freedom of not having to answer to an employer.
ii

Phillip (Research Manger, 30) was also glad that if he was absent from work he
was “noticeably missed.”
iii

Cindy (Accountant, 29) was also concerned that if she worked for a large
company she would become anonymous.
iv

Linda (Cruise Manager, 41) had a similar mantra: “I changed, always a
change!”
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v

Cindy (Accountant, 29) was similarly outraged when her employers had not
given her the promotion she had been promised.
vi

Fiona (Call Centre Technical Specialist, 32) had also experienced frustration
when her mangers had ignored her contributions.
vii

This sentiment is similar to Linda’s (Cruise Manager, 41) idea that no matter
how much she tried to pursue a career in a different sector she was always drawn
back to hospitality.
viii

Similarly, Ken (Electrician, 50) had made the decision to buy his property in
the country after two of his friends had died, and he had realised that it was
foolish to delay enjoyment for too long.

9) “The Dream”
i

Luke (Paramedic, 28) also argued that it was best not to stay in a position for too
long and that change kept you “fresh.”
ii

Fiona (Call Centre Technical Specialist, 32) and Trish (Retail Coordinator, 42)
had also found that having a manager who would not listen, or who treated them
unfairly, was a major frustration. Like Bridgette, Trish had left jobs because she
did not like the managers.
iii

Eleanor (Teacher, 60) had also made her “best friends” at work.

iv

Tim (Farrier, 27) also felt that people “looked down” on him because his job
involved manual labour and had low status.
v

Like Bridgette, Shane (Real Estate, 29) found it difficult not to take it personally
when a client decided not to list their property with him; the rejection was always
a blow to his self-esteem.
vi

As Phillip (Research Manager, 30) told me, the industry term for this anxiety is
“call relucatance.”
vii

Like Tony, Luke (Paramedic, 28) suggested that once you were no longer
“enjoying” work it was time to move on to something else.
viii

Similarly Cindy (Accountant , 29) made the point that, now that she was
responsible for providing for her daughter, she felt differently about her work: it
was more enjoyable when it seemed “optional”.
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10) Jack
i

Like Jack, Tim (Farrier, 27) did not approve of “pigeon-holing” people. He often
felt that he was judged unfairly because of his occupation.

ii

Linda (Cruise Manager, 41) and Trish (Retail Coordinator, 42) also described
themselves as being “easily bored”.

11) Conclusion
i

While none of the interviewees referred to their spirituality in the interviews, it
should be noted that I did not directly ask participants about their religious beliefs.
Nonetheless, since none of the participants chose to refer to their faith in
explaining their attitudes toward work, it seems fair to conclude that their
understanding of vocation was secular.
ii

The interviewees who used the term vocation were Eleanor, who referred to the
sense of service she felt in her teaching as “that old-fashioned thing of service
vocation”; Shane, who said that he was in an “insecure vocation” as a writer
whereas real estate was his true calling; and Jack, who in response to my question
about whether he had ever felt that he was “meant” to do a particular type of
work, answered that he thought his “ vocation” was “to live.”
iii

Probert and Macdonald (1996) found the same factors to be significant in job
satisfaction.
iv

A much larger study would undoubtedly clarify the complexities of the
situation.
v

Clive Hamilton describes individuals who have chosen to move into lower
paying jobs to allow them to spend more time with family, to improve their
lifestyle, or to do work that they find more meaningful, as “downshifters”. Most
of these individuals, he suggests, are not driven by religion or ideology, but are
“ordinary people who have decided it is in their interest to step off the
materialistic treadmill and take up a more balanced and rewarding life” (2003:
206).
vi

Amongst others, Zygmunt Bauman (2001, 2003), Ulrich Beck & Elisabeth
Beck-Gernsheim (2002) Anthony Elliot & Charles Lemert (2006) and Anthony
Giddens (1991).
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APPENDIX 1- List of participants and their occupations, organized by age
and gender

- Tony, 21, Call Centre Debt Collector
- Tim, 27, Farrier
- Will, 27, Information Technology (I.T.) Support Technician
- Luke, 28, Paramedic
- Shane, 29, Real Estate Agent
- Phillip, 30, Research Manager
- Greg, 36, Fitness Consultant
- Frank, 49, Paramedic
- Ken, 50, Electrician
- Chris, 53, Truck Driver
- Jack, 70

TOTAL: 11 male participants

- Amy, 22, Retail Assistant
- Bridgette, 29, Cosmetics Sales Consultant
- Cindy, 29, Accountant
- Jenny, 30, Administrative Assistant
- Fiona, 32, Call Centre Technical Specialist
- Olivia, 33, Lawyer
- Rachel, 35, Project Manager
- Linda, 41, Cruise Manager
- Trish, 42, Retail Coordinator
- Hazel, 50, Social Worker
- Eleanor, 60, Teacher

TOTAL: 11 female participants
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APPENDIX 2- Information Sheet and Statement of Consent

INFORMATION SHEET

Project:
Working Melbourne: Individual Narratives and Work Today
Researcher: Sara James
Research:
Doctoral Thesis in Sociology, School of Social Sciences,
La Trobe University

I invite you to be involved in the research for my doctoral thesis:
‘WORKING MELBOURNE: Individual Narratives and Work Today’.
I am a postgraduate student of sociology at La Trobe University. My research
centres around the role of work in people’s lives. I am interested in how work is
changing, how satisfying it is and whether it can give meaning and direction to
our lives.

The Project
I intend to conduct interviews with people from different sectors of the workforce.
The thesis should help us to better understand, firstly how work is changing, and
secondly how individuals are influenced by it.
Participants will be given the opportunity to come to a better understanding of the
role of work in their lives.
It may provide you with a chance to clarify what your work means to you.
The Interviews
•

Participants in this research were selected by their occupation (since the
study hopes to survey a broad range of work experiences).

•

Each participant may choose whether they wish to have an initial short
‘introductory’ meeting (in which I can explain more about the project), or
to commence straight away with an interview of about an hour in duration.
I hope to have two interviews of around 60 minutes with each participant
and perhaps a third ‘return’ visit toward the end of the project.

•

Meetings will take place at a mutually convenient location, either at the
participant’s workplace, at his or her home, at a nearby public venue, or at
my office at La Trobe University.
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•

While the interviews will be non-structured and informal, I will record
meetings with a tape-recorder.

•

I will be commencing the interviews in January 2007 and intend to finish
by January 2008.

Confidentiality
•

During and after this research project your privacy will be respected and
confidentiality about your details will be maintained. I will not disclose the
names of any participants nor identify any of their workplaces, instead
pseudonyms will be used. Any other identifying information will not be
included.

•

The data collected will be stored securely. Tapes and transcripts of data
will be stored in a locked cabinet in my office at La Trobe University.
Computer files will be password protected.

•

After the completion of the project all data will be de-identified and stored
securely in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at La Trobe
University

•

The data may be used in future projects including journal articles,
conference papers or books. Again, in all later work, confidentiality about
your details will be strictly maintained.

Please be assured that:
•

This research is aimed at understanding our varied experiences of work,
not at judging or evaluating different occupations.

•

Although I will be asking questions, there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
answers. The questions are intended to prompt you to talk about your
experiences in working life.

•

While I use the term ‘interview’, the meetings will only be semi-structured
informal conversations. It is up to you whether you wish to discuss the
issues I raise.

•

Your personal data will be made available to you at any time on request.

•

You may withdraw from this research up to three months after your final
interview.
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Questions and Further Information
If you have any questions or anxieties about the project, don’t hesitate to contact
either:
•

Myself (Sara James)
Ph: 9479 2700 or 0433 036 468
Email: sl2james@students.latrobe.edu.au

•

My Supervisor (John Carroll)
Ph: 9479 2143
Email: j.carroll@latrobe.edu.au

This research has received approval from the university’s Human Research Ethics
Committee. If you have a query regarding the ethics of the project please contact:
•

The Humanities and Social Sciences FHEC Secretary (Lorraine Chai)
Ph: 9479 3505
Email: l.chai@latrobe.edu.au
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STATEMENT OF CONSENT
Project:
Working Melbourne: Individual Narratives and Work Today
Researcher: Sara James
FHEC No.: 663
•

I, the undersigned, have read and understood the information sheet for this
project and agree to participate in this research.

•

I understand that I am free to decline to answer particular questions and
that the interview may be stopped at any time.

•

I am aware that the data I provide in interviews will be part of the doctoral
thesis of Sara James and may also be used in future projects.

•

I understand that my privacy will be respected, confidentiality about my
details will be maintained and that interview data will be stored securely.

•

I am aware that I may access my personal data at any time and that I may
withdraw from this research up to three months after my final interview.

Participant’s Name ………………………….
Signature………………….

Date…………………….

Researcher’s Name Sara James
Signature………………….

Date……………………..
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APPENDIX 3- Interview Guide
This is the final version of the interview guide. I updated it as I conducted more
interviews, removing ineffective questions and adding better ones. Towards the
end of the interview period I found I did not use the guide much at all, unless it
was a difficult interview.

INTERVIEW GUIDE
Tell me about your work.
How did you get into this type of work?
What did you dream of doing as a child?
Did you ambitions change?
Run me through a standard day.
Does your day go quickly?
What is the most satisfying part of your work?
Most difficult?
Most frustrating?
How does it compare to other work you've done?
What does it take to be good at your job?
Are some people not cut out for it?
Are you close with your workmates?
How do people react when you tell people what you do?
Are you still thinking about work when you go home?
What do you do on the weekends/to relax?
Does any other kind of work appeal?
If you won the lottery would you stop working?
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