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Introduction
Your career needs the sort of care and attention that a passionate
gardener gives to her plants. As high fliers perform their day-to-day
activities, they also keep a weather eye on their careers. They
cultivate good relationships with powerful people who can help
them and they cultivate the skills and techniques that improve
performance. That way they bring their careers to glorious fruition
at the top of their chosen organisation.

So what distinguishes those who make it to the
top, and those who languish in a job that doesn’t
stretch them, or give them the rewards they
crave? Yes OK, it’s skills and knowledge but
it’s also flair and you can develop flair.

Flair increases with the number of times you exercise it: so take risks and think
outside the square. Throughout my conversations with top people I have found this
to be a theme. Remember this mantra:

‘It is easier to ask for forgiveness than it is to ask for permission.’
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Ambitious people do not wait for a sluggish management to come round to their
way of thinking. They make things happen, and then if the risk goes wrong they
own up and ask for forgiveness. The risk-averse and craven manager asks for
permission to act. If this is denied he is stuffed. Either he goes ahead anyway against
specific instructions, or, more likely, he leaves well alone and misses out on a chance
to shine.

Just think for a moment about how much of your career is left to chance. It
depends on who happens to be your boss when you get promoted, for example,
and who likes or dislikes him or her. It depends on the exigencies of the products
and services you deliver and the markets you deliver them into. It depends on the
economic climate and even who is in political control of the country. All of these
are, to say the least, chancy. You have some control over some of these elements,
but certainly not over them all.

So what do you do when you’re seeking to achieve a difficult business objective
with a fair degree of uncertainty? Why, you make a plan of course. You look at other
people’s experience and develop a career strategy. 

This book is about such a strategy and how top people have found the key to
different aspects of building careers. It does not pretend that the world is just, or
that it owes you a living. Rather it takes on the world as it is. It looks at how you get
as much control as you can over a world where life is mostly froth and bubble.

I do not ignore the fact that success is built on success. If you want a promotion you
have to perform to specification in your current role. Some of the ideas, therefore,
are to do with improving performance; but they are all illustrations of how others
have nurtured a humble acorn into a mighty oak standing head and shoulders
above the rest of the forest.
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