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Keeping a journal can help to empty your mind and prompt you to make better business 
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Some of the world’s most successful people are seemingly set in their ways when it comes to 
how they work. Anna Wintour is rumoured to play tennis at 5am before work every day to 
get her in a winning mindset, while Tim Cook, chief executive of Apple, reportedly starts 
firing out emails from 4:30am. While we may not all have the luxury or willingness to be up 
and ready to go in the early hours of the morning, there are other habits you can develop to 
help boost your career. 
 

1. Stay focused  
Many of us are glued to our phones 24/7 to avoid missing that important email or text 
message. It may seem daunting but some suggest ditching your device altogether. Rob Hill, 
chief executive of The Stag Company, which organises stag parties, said that he realised that 
his smartphone was slowing him down significantly and decided to take drastic action. 

“My smartphone was my biggest distraction, from checking Sky Sports to reading the local 
news. I decided to downgrade to my old phone, which doesn’t have the internet or allow for 



many apps to be downloaded. This removed 90 per cent of my distractions and ensured I was 
always focused on the task at hand,” he said. 

Others insist that staying focused is all about careful planning. Barnaby Lashbrooke,chief 
executive of the virtual assistant platform Time Etc, said that he used to “live in his inbox” 
and took pride in how quickly he was able to reply to queries. This habit was preventing him 
from focusing on any given task. He now carefully schedules in time to reply to emails. 

“I needed to form new habits,” he said. “Now, I only reply to messages once a day, always 
late in the afternoon when my energy and concentration is starting to fade and can’t be put to 
better use. I never reply to emails from my smartphone either, as it’s too easy to fall into that 
trap. I sit down at my computer and get it done in one single session before planning the next 
working day.” 

Jane Piper, an organisational psychologist and author of Focus in the Age of Distraction, 
claims that she sets aside a two-hour block every day for “intense concentration”. 

“I make sure that I’m not going to be distracted by putting my phone into airplane mode and 
silencing all alerts and push notifications from social media. I shut down my email program 
on my PC. I set the timer on my phone for 50 minutes, which is the time I can concentrate 
for. Then I just focus on writing. I don’t stop to look up information from the internet, 
otherwise I suddenly find the time has gone. When the alarm goes off I take a five-minute 
break and repeat.” 

2. Have a willingness to learn  
Whether you’re still climbing the career ladder or have reached the top, it’s important to 
maintain a healthy appetite for learning. Learning new skills is a neverending mission — at 
least, that’s the mantra that Ashok Vaswani, chief executive of Barclays UK, tries to live by. 

“I believe that we need to keep learning throughout our careers. We can no longer rely on 
what we learnt at school to last a lifetime. That is why I am constantly encouraging my 
colleagues at Barclays to keep learning, particularly digital skills, and to develop an 
entrepreneurial mindset,” he said. 

Mr Vaswani recently learnt how to code. He said that he received “a great response” from 
across the company on the digital skills it is asking staff to develop. “Businesses need to do 
much more to upskill each and every generation of their workforce; we need to create a new 
culture of lifelong learning,” he said. 

3. Get away from your desk 
Feelings of stress and frustration are often an unavoidable part of a job but how you deal with 
it is another matter. Some recommend getting outside every day – even if it’s just for a walk 
around the block — regardless of how full your diary is looking. 

Others take it a step further by removing themselves from the office environment altogether. 
Celia Gaze, who runs The Wellbeing Farm, a wedding venue, has been checking into hotels 
once a month for about five years and always sticks to a strict routine. 

“It doesn’t have to be a grand hotel — in fact the less distraction the better in terms of 
facilities. I check in and then work with zero distractions all evening and the next day, and 



stay for another night depending on the workload. I tend to book a twin room, with one bed 
for me to sleep in and one to lay out all my paperwork.” 

Others prefer to take consistent breaks throughout the day to improve productivity. Partha 
Goswami, head of the online marketplace Oostor.com, has found that creating small breaks 
has increased his focus. 

“These include things like watching an episode or two of something on Netflix, going for 
walks around our business park and have more casual social conversations with my team,” he 
says. 

“I also switch off from work at a set time each day — I have found that taking even a few 
hours each evening to clear my head with things like meditation or plugging my headphones 
in re-energises me and ramps up my creativity.” 

4. Be resilient  
Whether it’s good communication skills or creativity, there are many qualities that a good 
leader should have. Perhaps the most important trait of all is that of resilience. 

Sue Fox, head of M&S Bank, is one of the only female CEOs in the UK banking industry. 
Besides “saying yes to every opportunity”, she believes that her ability to bounce back from 
rejection or complications has allowed her to rise through the ranks. 

“During my career I’ve learnt that one of the most important tools for success is resilience; 
no matter how much you plan, whether that’s your career, personal life or running a business, 
there are things that are out of your control. I’ve learnt that you can’t let these things derail 
you, particularly when your customers and colleagues are relying on you. You need to push 
forward and work through Plan ‘B’,” she says. 

5. Keep a journal 
Any successful person will admit to having a tightly planned diary or a long to-do list. When 
you are feeling stressed or overwhelmed, however, it could be helpful to get your thoughts 
down in a different way. Some swear by the healing powers of journaling. Neely Reyes, the 
founder of the Sapphires Model and Artist Management agency, has been religiously jotting 
down her thoughts for almost a decade. She claims that it helps to battle mental blocks and 
dips in motivation. 

“It’s something I used to do as a child and teenager but I stopped as an adult, thinking it was 
too juvenile. However, I picked it up again a few years ago and it’s like my personal 
therapist. Every evening I write down how my day went, my worries, hopes and dreams, 
future plans and I also keep a note of my mood and even eating habits. This really helps me 
to get everything in my head down on paper and stay focused,” she says. 

Journaling can also help you reflect on previous business decisions and prompt you to learn 
from your mistakes. 

“In business, I have learnt that if you keep doing the same thing you’ll get the same results 
and this is where my journal really helps. I can look back at both good times and bad times 
and use it as both a learning tool and an inspirational guide.” 


	Five small but effective career habits of successful people

