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Introduction 

The rules of work are changing. There are no jobs for life anymore. The increased automation of blue 
collar work is in full stride. But with the emergence of smart technology, and to some extent robotics, 
white collar work is becoming ‘blue collarised’. These changes are fuelled by global macroeconomic trends, 
not least the transition from the industrial to the digital economy. 
 
This short document provides you with ten actions you can take to ensure you stay economically relevant 
in the world of work. 
 
 

Ensure market demand 

The main difference between successful and unsuccessful businesses is that the former follow the market, 
whereas the latter ignore market reality and focus on what they believe the market needs. 
 
So it is with our careers. Your value proposition is strongly correlated to the market demand for your 
capability. Those of us working in the freelance market are more sensitive to the ebb and flow of the 
market. Falling rates, or increasing gaps between assignments, are strong indicators of a declining market. 
 
For those of us in permanent employment, it is sometimes more difficult to read the market signals. 
Redundancy is a significant indicator, though it may reflect the changing nature of the employer’s business, 
rather than a wider scale drop in market demand. 
 
The converse is also true. Your employer may be artificially keeping you in play because they are trying to 
flog a dying business model. Thus you may have an inappropriately high degree of confidence in your 
market value. 
 
In essence, whether you are permanent or freelance, you need to have the discipline to regularly check 
your current market worth. This can range from monitoring the job boards through to applying for a few 
jobs. Whether you choose to take any of the offers you receive is of course entirely up to you! 
 

Fire up your passion 

The digital economy is sometimes referred to as the social economy. In the 
social economy, reputation is the currency that determines your market value. 
Thus the quality of work you produce in your current gig will likely determine 
the quality and compensation of your next gig. 
 
Therefore you need to turn up every day with your ‘game face’ on. This is 
impossible to do over a sustained period if you are not really into what you do. 
Possibly you are only in this line of work to fund your lifestyle. 
 



Customers and co-workers can sense a lack of passion. You might have engaged with customer service 
personnel who seem to have very little interest in resolving your issue. It’s both unimpressive and sad that 
this person is, for whatever reason, having to do a job they clearly do not enjoy. 
 
If I am talking about you, I suggest you either develop a sense of purpose in your work, beyond the 
economic, or find a line of work that ignites your fire. Passionate people tend to inspire others. Wouldn’t 
you rather be an uplifting catalyst than the ‘slayer of buzz’? 
 
 

Be competent 

Passion and demand will not take you very far without competence. The absence of competence is by 
definition the equivalent of being incompetent. Never a good LinkedIn ‘recommendation’. 

 

So we must ensure that our skillset reflects the market we are serving / intend to serve. The tremendous 
rate of change we are experiencing means that many of us will undergo several career mutations over our 
lifetime. So frontloading our career with a set of skills, perhaps gained at university, will not cover your 
lifetime work demands. 

 
Thus developing new skills is less a one off lifetime inoculation and more of 
a daily tablet. Each day we should be looking to acquire new skills. The 
bigger our skills kitbag, the more career options we have. 
 

One of the trends I am seeing is that our life experiences, and even personality, are increasingly a valued 
part of our skillset. I suggest you examine your life experiences to date and think about how these can be 
presented, such that they are perceived as valuable. Having worked in a rowdy pub in an international 
seaside resort or coaching young athletes at your local running club are just two examples. 
 

Cross train 

Some jobs are geographically constrained. So local tradesmen may not feel any competition from better 
trained/lower salary expectation workers from the other side of the world. Until of course they turn up on 
the doorstep and outcompete the local tradesmen. 
 
Thus, most of us in one way or another are competing in a global arena. And so we have to be the best in 
the world, or at least world class.  
 
The trick to becoming best in the world is to bring a unique combination of skills to the market. There are 
plenty of good doctors, architects and chemists. But possibly not so many when combined with another 
skill such as electronic design or a deep understanding of human performance. 
 
Admittedly such combinations also narrow one’s career options. However, given that most people only 
need one job at any given time there should not be an issue if you have established that there is a market 
for this skill combination. 
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So I encourage you to develop one or more skills that, on the face of it, seem to be quite unrelated to your 
main skill. Possibly, you could take one of your hobbies to the next level. Weaving your hobby into your 
working life may help inject a healthy dose of passion into your value proposition. 
 

Reassess lifestyle 

A lifestyle where your outgoings exceed your incomings, is unsustainable, and stressful. You may enjoy 
your creature comforts and the jet setting lifestyle, but in doing so you reduce your career options. 
 
The more expensive your lifestyle ‘habit’, the more your career choices will be economically motivated. 
Possibly a sense of enjoyment and purpose will be lost in the process. 

 
Those that can find a happy medium in terms of ‘lifestyle cost’ will be in a 
better position to make career decisions based on purpose and passion. 
Given that we spend much of our time working, actually enjoying what you 
do professionally, is a significant quality of life booster.  
 

Decide: Leader or expert 

Many people are caught in the zone that sits between genuine leadership and where things get done. This 
zone is more commonly known as management. 
 
Management is to be found in any environment where workers have a tendency towards laziness. 
 
In the digital economy, we are seeing the emergence of a new generation of worker. One, who does not 
need the traditional carrot/stick to complete a task. Actually the carrot/stick is alive and well. Though now 
it is intrinsically applied by the worker, rather than extrinsically applied by the manager. 
 
In the digital economy, we are only as good as our last gig. The quality of the work we do will determine 
the quality of our next opportunity. Therefore the next generation of worker will be self-managing. 
 
So whether, you are a manager or not, you need to decide whether you are going to become an expert or a 
leader. In fact the opportunity to be an expert and a leader is also an option.  
 

 
 



Develop collaboration skills 

People are the key ingredient in successful organisations in the digital economy. Those organisations that 
cannot only acquire the best talent but provide the infrastructure to enable them to work together will be 
best placed to thrive. A collective ‘super brain’ trumps an army of isolated brains. 

 
So if you want to ensure you remain in play you need to develop your 
collaboration skills. At its most fundamental level, this means ensuring that your 
emotional intelligence is suitably mature. It also means that you can ‘play nicely’ 
with others in your organisation.  
 

Smart organisations will seek diversity, in order to stimulate creativity, harness a broader skillset and 
generally better reflect the profile of their increasingly global customer base. Those that have trouble 
engaging with people who are different to themselves will find their career options somewhat limited. 
 

Think like an artist 

Artists seek to express themselves through their art. Invariably artists are creative. Imagine yourself in the 
waiting room waiting to be interviewed. Next to you are sitting two robots. They wink at you. Are they 
being friendly or mocking you? The robots are coming. It doesn’t matter whether they look like CP30, or 
are manifested as an app, they will increasingly be doing the work that in the industrial era was conducted 
by humans. 
 
Those of us who can unleash our creative side will be able to outcompete the robots. At least in the 
medium term. Our human creativity gives us a great advantage over robots. But this value advantage is 
only relevant if we can demonstrate our creative capability. 
 
I am not suggesting you churn out a portfolio of still art paintings, particularly if painting is not your thing. 
I encourage you to build a portfolio/track record of career engagements, where the difference you made 
was not based on your ability to compliantly adhere to a business process, but on your ability to innovate. 

 

Develop your career like a craftsman 

I encourage you to treat your career as a path to mastery. In the Middle Ages, they had 
the apprentice, journeyman, master model. In essence, you learnt your trade, you 
refined your skills and then you redefined the rules of the game. 
 
The challenge in the digital economy is that there is no certainty that the path you 
embark upon will see you through your working life. Thus we need to constantly 
ensure that the path we are on is the right one. 
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If necessary, in the terminology of the Silicon Valley start-ups, we will need to pivot, ie change direction. 
This comes back to market demand. Our path to mastery should be one that follows the market. This 
requires a degree of personal career management that was perhaps not needed prior to the digital 
economy. 

Embrace technology 

I don’t subscribe to the idea that everybody needs to be a coder. One could have said the same about the 
need for every car owner to be a car mechanic. Well today much of the skill of being a career mechanic 
has disappeared, because of the increasingly modular approach to car design. The same is true for software 
development. 
 
In the digital economy, we do not need to know how technology works. But we do need to know what 
technology can do to enhance our productivity and help create differentiated customer experiences. 
 
There is a continuous torrent of new apps arriving in the market. Some good, some not so good. Your 
ability to spot the good ones and add them to your toolkit is key to increasing your value proposition. 
 
One should also be on the lookout for apps that turns your value proposition into a 99 cent purchase, and 
thus make you seem like an expensive alternative! But this will not happen for those who actively manage 
their career. 
 

Conclusion 

No longer can we hop onto the career conveyor belt and simply get dragged upwards until retirement 
beckons. The rules have changed, and this requires us to take a more active role in our career 
management. 
 
It is intended that these recommendations help you to thrive in what is fast becoming a post-industrial 
world. If you would like to explore this topic in more depth, then I encourage you to: 
 

 Sign up to my Digital Life newsletter. 

 Consider buying ‘Beyond Nine to Five – Your career guide for the digital age’. 
 
 

http://www.ademccormack.com/beyond925
http://www.ademccormack.com/beyond925


About the Author 

Ade McCormack is an advisor on the digital economy, particularly in respect 
of its impact on business, society and humanity. Clients engage Ade when 
they need a ‘zoom out’ view of how the world is changing, followed by 
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About Beyond Nine to Five 

 

The world of work is changing. The industrial era model of work is 
crumbling. Those trying to maintain an industrial era career in the digital 
age are starting to crumble too as they struggle to cope with the new 
realities. The future of work has arrived. 
 

Beyond 9 to 5 is written primarily for those who are about to enter the world of work. 
Understanding the drivers that are shaping tomorrow's jobs will equip you to make better 
'career' decisions. 
 
This is an empowering book. Understanding the shift from economic dependence to 
professional mastery will serve to give meaning to your work and in turn your life. 
 
The book is equally useful for those mid-career who are starting to realise that the skills 
that have taken them to this point in their career are not the same as those that will keep 
them economically relevant and fulfilled going forward. 
 
This comprehensive, 'on the money' and engaging guide provides both the context and the 
actions you need to take to design your career. What's more it will show you how to 
capitalise on your true nature. 
 

Find out more. 
 

http://www.ademccormack.com/beyond925
http://www.ademccormack.com/beyond925

