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What others say about the book:

“The book serves as a tool to deepen conversations with employees about their personal development. After all, you want them to fully utilize their potential.”

SUZANNE NIJSSEN — HR Director at Teva Pharmaceuticals.

“This easily digestible management book serves as a splendid illustration of the practical implications of research. It skillfully elucidates the model of personal energy at work through the use of case studies and amusing anecdotes. Alongside the inclusion of actionable advice and strategies, this book becomes essential reading for anyone struggling with life’s fundamental question: What do I truly want?”

PROF. DR. SVETLANA KHAPOVA — Full Professor of Careers and Organization Studies, Head of Department Management & Organization at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, author of An Intelligent Career: Taking Ownership of Your Work and Your Life.

“It is unfortunate that many individuals don’t pursue their dreams! They allow themselves to be guided by others’ expectations, social status, or their own fears. Sandra Klijn powerfully explains the paramount importance of engaging in work that genuinely aligns with your true self.”

YASMINE ESSER — Freelance journalist and business coach for freelance writers.


“With, What Do You Really Want?, Sandra has written a light-hearted guide filled with enlightening exercises and practical tips. Read this if you want to reflect on your career!”

LAMMERT KAMPHUIS — Philosopher, keynote speaker, and bestselling author of Addicted to Being Right.

“Who doesn’t want to work with more joy and intention? In this excellent book full of practical tips and recognizable examples, Sandra explains how to work with more energy and satisfaction. Recommended for anyone who sometimes struggles with work (that’s everyone!).”

THIJS LAUNSPACH — Psychologist, speaker, and author of Crazy Busy.

“The exceptional aspect of this book lies, not only in its exploration of the depth and significance of the profound query, what you really want? but more significantly, it guides you in a practical and enjoyable manner towards discovering a concrete answer! Count me as a fan.”

ARJAN VERGEER — Author, speaker, and founder of 365 Days Successful.
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Foreword

Dear Reader,

Whether you’ve acquired this book for personal exploration or as a gift, it will stir within you a curiosity about self-understanding. You might want to ease the restlessness resulting from a job that doesn’t align with your true self, leaving you drained at the end of each day. Or perhaps you aspire to find work where you can truly harness your strengths, stay energized, and realize your full potential. When your desire for change is strong, this awareness becomes your catalyst for initiating the transformation needed to create the life you desire.

The book, What Do You Really Want? marks the beginning of an enlightening journey. It serves as the starting point for a remarkable expedition, one where you’ll confront obstacles and acquire tools to address them. Transitioning from one job to another is a multifaceted process that encompasses actions, thoughts, and emotions, as these three aspects are intricately intertwined. Contemplating change can be a daunting task, which is why the true power of change lies in taking purposeful action. Discovering your next career phase and determining the initial steps required, is an educational journey that begins with understanding who you are, recognizing your capabilities, assessing your current activities, and envisioning your desires. Even if you don’t have all the answers right now, and even if you’re uncertain about the destination, trust in the process; it will guide you towards the solutions you seek.


The foundation of this book rests upon the Personal Energy at Work (PE@W) model, which initially evolved from my personal challenges. My interest in this subject was sparked by both setbacks and achievements in my own career, driving me to investigate the factors that contribute to an energizing life. I will guide you through various phases of my professional journey, where I encountered periods of job dissatisfaction and sought work that truly resonated with me. It wasn’t until I embarked on my PhD research that I gained a deeper understanding of my own role, and that of my employers.

After spending seventeen years in paid employment with major companies, in sales, marketing, and human resources, I made the pivotal decision to put my research findings to the test. I made a significant change by establishing a company offering energy management trainings and personal development programs. Consequently, within this book, you’ll encounter numerous client stories that shed light on how they clarified their desires and conquered the obstacles they faced.

Using the PE@W model, this book equips you with practical tools to determine your true aspirations. The chapters demonstrate how your aspirations, combined with your skills, personality, and behavior, form the essential pieces of the puzzle for a dynamic work life. In essence, this book offers you an adventure. My hope is to inspire you, provoke thought, and motivate you to put these tools into action.
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The journey of transformation
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KEY INSIGHTS FROM THIS CHAPTER:

•Is this for me?

•The PE@W model.

•The navigation system to find the job that suits you.

1.1For whom is this book intended?

Uncertainty about your desires is a common experience. In fact, it’s something we all encounter periodically; it’s a part of our human nature. Acknowledging that you’re unsure about your wants and understanding this fact is a sign that you’re receptive to growth. Instead of being hard on yourself for seeking answers, embrace the potential that arises from this inquiry. This book is designed for those who aspire to explore different career paths and are in search of their next steps.

Can you relate to any of these scenarios?

•Uncertainty about what I truly desire.

•A desire for personal growth.

•Expertise in my field, but a lack of satisfaction.

•Loss of enjoyment in my current work.

•Recognizing my potential lies elsewhere.

•Curiosity about other, more suitable careers.

•Staying in a job out of fear that leaving won’t lead to improvement.


As you gaze into the mirror, the realization dawns on you, it’s time to change direction. You’re prepared for the next phase, yet a clear image of the next phase is missing. What is it that you really want?

You long for work that gives you energy rather than depletes your energy

Consider a scenario where your work is going smoothly, perhaps even too easily, and you might be operating beneath your skill level. Despite this, a sense of dissatisfaction lingers as you lack the challenge you crave. Even though you can perform the tasks proficiently, you find that joy in your work is diminishing and fatigue sets in by the day’s end. Another situation could be job promotions, each accompanied by status and financial gains. However, the focus on these external rewards may overshadow the importance of assessing whether you truly feel fulfilled in your new role. If post-promotion you discover a lack of job satisfaction, a crucial decision awaits; prioritize status or genuine fulfillment.

What should you do when, after years of commitment, you realize that your current job is no longer a good fit? Being in such a position means you’re embodying a persona you don’t wish to be and pursuing a goal that lacks personal importance. This does a disservice, not only to your employer, manager, and colleagues but, most importantly, to yourself. When your work consumes more energy than it provides, it takes a toll. Conflict arises more easily, job satisfaction diminishes, and productivity wanes. You become increasingly fatigued and irritable, with the potential for long-term consequences, such as illness and burnout.

Alternatively, you can prioritize your wellbeing. There may come a time, as you get older, when you reflect on your life with regret. In  her book, The Top Five Regrets of the Dying (Ware, 2011), Nurse Bronnie Ware shares insights on the most common deathbed regrets. The foremost regret, at No. 1, “I wish I had had the courage to live a life true to myself — not the life others expected of me.” Ware has gained worldwide recognition and her books have reached millions. In her exploration of meaning, she highlights a significant issue: the struggle to authentically choose a path that brings happiness, leading to eventual regret. Regret stands in stark contrast to desire. To avoid future regrets it’s crucial to pursue your desires now, starting today, by shaping your life to align with who you aspire to be. Considering that work constitutes a substantial part of our lives, it’s wise to assess the type of work that resonates most with your desires.

You might have attempted the following strategies to take the next step:

•Awaiting a quiet moment to contemplate your next move.

•Clarifying your thoughts independently before seeking assistance from others.

•Becoming entangled in continuous training and education due to a perceived lack of knowledge.

While these approaches could theoretically lead to action, they often linger as mere thoughts. Now is the moment to embark on the initial steps toward realizing your aspirations. It’s time for a transformation. Understanding your core values and motivations, essentially knowing who you are, unlocks numerous new possibilities.


1.2The mismatch between the individual and the job

Job dissatisfaction commonly stems from a mismatch in one of the following three areas:

1Job position (whether the role is above or below your skill level).

2Tasks (lack of contentment, absence of job satisfaction, excessive workload).

3Workplace (misalignment with company culture, colleagues or supervisor).

MISMATCH WITH YOUR JOB POSITION

When you find yourself in a role that is above your skill level, you’re constantly facing resistance, primarily from yourself. High pressure, the sense that you could perform tasks more effectively or efficiently, may lead to burnout. Ignoring or overlooking mental and physical symptoms over an extended period, eventually prompts your body to signal the need for recovery. Burnout symptoms include, fatigue, loss of concentration, and irritability.

Conversely, engaging in work below your skill level, where your full potential isn’t utilized, can lead to a bore-out. Professor Dr. Ruth Stock-Homburg states that bore-out manifests through diminishing work motivation and performance, due to prolonged under-stimulation, ultimately resulting in various stress-related psychological and/or physical issues. The three risk factors for developing a bore-out are, boredom, lack of meaningful work, and lack of personal growth (Stock, 2015). In a bore-out, the absence of a challenge in your tasks creates discomfort, causing extreme boredom at work. This doesn’t imply that the workload is low, in fact individuals with a bore-out often find themselves facing an overwhelming amount of work. But it can be work that lacks sufficient mental challenge, and dissatisfaction arises because you know you have more to offer. This situation occurs when you operate at a  lower level than your training qualifies you for, or when assigned monotonous and routine tasks. Despite the ease with which you perform the work, a mismatched job can still drain your energy, primarily due to restlessness in your body. Frustration builds as you desire different tasks, yet your current job restricts this. Consequently, bore-out symptoms mirror those of burnout, including stress, fatigue, dejection, and irritability. This can result in sick leave, as the job demands more energy than you can provide. The recognition of bore-out among HR professionals is increasing and is emerging as a primary cause for absenteeism. The solution lies in making your work more stimulating and meaningful, perhaps through training, taking on new responsibilities, and discussing further development opportunities with your supervisor. If these strategies prove ineffective, seeking alternative employment may be the best course of action.

MISMATCH WITH YOUR JOB TASKS

Even if your job aligns perfectly with your desired level, the tasks at hand may still be unfulfilling. Whether they’re boring or lack a clear sense of purpose, unenjoyable work can gradually erode your satisfaction.

MISMATCH WITH THE COMPANY

Even if you have the right job with fulfilling tasks, a situation may arise where the company itself doesn’t align with you. This misalignment could stem from opposing missions and values, resulting in a lack of personal meaning. Alternatively, the company culture might be unsuitable, lacking a safe working environment, where conflicts can be openly addressed. It could also be a workplace steeped in politics, with instances of bullying or exceptionally high work pressure. Unpleasant colleagues or a manager with whom you don’t share common ground can also contribute to the feeling that you’re not with the right employer.


Sometimes people struggle with job dissatisfaction because they’re in the wrong job. They might have become entangled in a sea of confusing tasks or demotivating moments, straying from the original purpose of their work. In either case, it’s a signal that it’s time for a transformation. Embracing change can be challenging, rooted in our primal instinct for security — the need for a stable situation, a predictable income, and clarity about our work expectations. These factors provide a sense of security, which often keeps us in energy-draining jobs. However, the need for change is also inherent in us, the ability to adapt our lives to new situations and survive.

If there’s a mismatch between you and your job in any of these areas, it’s time to reflect on your situation and explore ways to create a work environment that suits you.

Experiencing a mismatch in any of these aspects is not uncommon, especially in a world with numerous job opportunities. Seeing others on platforms like LinkedIn, thriving in their roles, can spark dissatisfaction with our current situations, prompting new work-related needs to emerge.

Over 30 years ago, a forecast was made regarding the nature of a career in the early 21st century (Arthur et al., 1989):

•Take full control of shaping your own career.

•Embrace mobility, allowing for job changes and the flexibility to work from various locations.

•Acknowledge the growing significance of your reputation beyond your company.

•Engage in a quest for meaning and purpose in your work.

•Seek balance and flexibility as the lines between work and personal life blur, emphasizing the conscious desire for more focus on personal time and family.


Do these career needs resonate with you? When I came across this list I not only endorsed it, I felt I could enlarge it with up to ten more items for myself. However, if we were to do all of this, our wish list would potentially overwhelm us with possibilities, leading to a feeling of paralysis. Yet, the solution is within reach. You simply need to identify what you truly desire the most, and take the initial step.

1.3Why it appears challenging

Although, at times, we all search for what truly matters in our lives, deep down, a crystal clear desire exists within us. The obstacle preventing you from giving concrete meaning to your desire often stems from a lack of self-knowledge. Deciphering your experiences requires personal exploration, and underestimating your capabilities hinders your ability to investigate what you genuinely want. You seek a job that gives you energy every day, not one based solely on past experiences. Therefore, it’s crucial to identify what brings you energy. The challenge often lies not in identifying your capabilities, but rather in lacking a comprehensive analysis of your personal traits.

A common goal for those exploring new career paths, is to attain a better work-life balance. After all, you want enough time for your family and friends in addition to your work, and enough time for yourself to recharge. In the pursuit of balance, many overlook the critical step of questioning how they prefer to organize their lives. Failing to do so may lead to time allocation patterns mirroring those around you. Feeling low on energy and overwhelmed, often results from a belief that there is no alternative. For instance, desiring more frequent vacations but believing it’s impossible. Is it genuinely impossible? Is there no way to adjust your schedule and resources to make it happen? Alternatively, is there another factor at play? If you believe change is unattainable, you may feel like a victim of circumstances. It might be intriguing to explore why taking  control and organizing your life to align with your aspirations seems unfeasible. Do you genuinely want to engage in all the activities currently on your plate?

Questions that can facilitate insight include:

•What am I telling myself I need to do?

•Do I believe I’m not a competent employee if I don’t prioritize work?

•Do I believe that making personal choices would label me inadequate, as a parent or partner?

•Am I anxious about others’ opinions if I follow my own plan?

If your responses to these questions pose no issue, then evidently, you are engaging in activities that bring you happiness. However, if you find yourself contemplating how to attain more balance, it suggests that certain aspects of your life are draining considerable energy. To effectively prioritize your pursuits, you need to answer one crucial question: what do you genuinely want?

Once you’ve identified your true desires and unearthed the factors hindering your progress, the subsequent step involves structuring your life to align with your aspirations, enabling you to lead your optimal life. Organizing your life according to your preferences is often less challenging than it may seem. For instance, numerous manuals and apps offer tips on scheduling more free time. However, the key to successfully organizing your work and personal life, lies in having a clear vision of what you really want.



How my journey into career development began

My fascination with career development can be traced back to my eighth-grade year in elementary school. We were informed that a significant test awaited us shortly, determining the high school we could attend. To provide a context, this was The Netherlands 1991, and as yet we hadn’t progressed far in our testing policy. At twelve years old, I had never encountered such a testing concept. I struggled with language difficulties and had a particular fondness for drawing. I received the recommendation to either go to pre-vocational secondary education (MAVO in the Netherlands) or senior general secondary education (HAVO in the Netherlands). This felt like having to decide between these two different types of education, each with its consequences. This required thoughtful consideration of what kind of career I wanted to pursue after high school. What did I want to become when I grew up? As a child, my dream was to become a book cover designer, creating illustrations within books. Though I struggled with reading, I was captivated by the beautiful pictures in books, often creating my own stories.

To me, at that time, choosing between the two types of education felt like a “butterfly” effect. The term “butterfly effect” originates from the chaos theory and was a metaphor used by mathematician Edward Lorenz, in 1961, to illustrate how the wings of a butterfly in Brazil could, months later, potentially trigger a tornado in Texas. As a twelve year old and unaware of these concepts at the time, I felt my choice could have either disastrous or magnificent effects on my future and that of many others. Looking back, it’s quite amusing. A young girl strolling across the schoolyard with a shadow the size of Atlas.
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Choosing senior general secondary education (HAVO in Dutch) seemed like a more promising option for me, as I believed it would open up more opportunities, and I successfully convinced my parents to support this decision. Thus began my journey. The initial career tests in the first year of high school captivated me, and from then on, I eagerly embraced every career assessment and test I could find. The results consistently pointed towards my interest in natural sciences and creativity, and in the following years, my intense desire to shape the future was reflected in well thought-out choices.


Looking back on it, I find it hard to imagine why I was so afraid of making the wrong choice. Now, I realize that the act of doing teaches, and there’s no such thing as a wrong choice—only lessons learned. If I were to encounter a time machine, I’d go back to reassure my younger self that everything would be okay, encouraging her to let go more. High school was followed by university, where I studies Biomedical Sciences and earned an additional master’s degree in Policy, Management, and Entrepreneurship. While it may sound concise now, those years were filled with hard work, dealing with dyslexia, and juggling side jobs. Learning wasn’t easy and it took considerable time, but my curiosity and enjoyment sustained me.

If I had a time machine, I would travel back to my younger self and give her more confidence regarding the future.

Following university, my aim was to venture into the business world with a central focus on “making people better.” Securing a valuable internship at the pharmaceutical giant MSD (Merck, Sharp and Dohme), I eventually landed my first job as a sales representative.
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