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10	THINGS	TO	DO	RIGHT	NOW		
WHEN	YOU	ARE	UNHAPPY	AT  
Work  

You’ve reached the end of your rope. Your first impulse is to hand in your 
resignation. Your second is to think about the mortgage. This conundrum is 
what keeps people in their jobs longer than they might have intended.   
 
Is there really a way to pay the bills AND do work that engages you?  
 
Yes! But, first, a warning. There is no magic bullet answer. (Otherwise you 
would have found it already.) 
 
Here’s the secret: 
 

To be happier at work, you need a strategic, step-by-step plan towards 
work that matters to you; and that requires your deliberate focus. 

 
To get started immediately, begin cultivating your future dream job by being 
happier right where you are now. Don’t get me wrong. This is not about an 
attitude shift or trying to convince yourself you just need to tweak certain 
aspects of your current job.  
 
The truth is that people who are happiest in their work had a long, winding 
journey. 
 
What they know is their dream job didn’t happen in a day. And often the 
discovery was down a road they never imagined.  
 
The journey is about moving ahead, one step at a time.  
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A friend of mine once travelled by bus from Winnipeg to Vancouver. The wheels 
of the bus touched the ground every inch of the way. That is a lot of inches! 
But the inches from Winnipeg to Regina had to happen before Regina to 
Calgary.  
 
If you think of your journey towards finding work that fits for you, it happens 
like a bus trip, inch by inch. The fun part is there is lots to discover and 
entertain you along the way. 
 
In that spirit, below are 10 ways you can begin changing your work-life today. 
These ideas will shift the focus to you being in control of your work-life rather 
than feeling like it is controlling you.  You will feel like you are headed in a 
direction that is right for you. And you will feel like you are doing something 
and not waiting for life to knock on your door. 

 

1 
	

Uncover	your	strengths	
 
 

What are your strengths? 
 
Strengths are the activities that you do that make you feel strong. This 
definition first came to me via Marcus Buckingham who wrote Go Put 
Your Strengths to Work.  

 
Why this is important? 
 
Your strengths have a direct conduit to the core of who you are; they are 
a foundational piece to finding work that matters to you.  
 
When you are working in your strengths, you contribute the most, you 
grow the most, you experience the most satisfaction and you will be most 
successful.   
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Not knowing your strengths is understandable. Do you remember being 
taught to uncover your strengths?  
 

 
To discover your strengths, Marcus Buckingham suggests going through 
an ordinary day and writing down any time you are doing an activity that 
makes you feel strong.  
 
For example, when I was a computer instructor, I felt more energized 
when I was delivering a program for more than 4 people. I was on top of 
my game, able to be more spontaneous and creative.   
 
When I was doing this exercise, I found it difficult to always remember to 
write down what I was doing in the moment. I continued the experiment 
over a few days; it helped me capture a variety of activities and get used 
to the idea of writing things down. 
 
Once you do have a list of activities that energize you, the next step is to 
begin mining. What specifically about that activity made you feel strong? 
 
I feel energized when I garden. When I looked at it closer, I love planning 
the garden, seeing how the plants help each other. What I came to 
understand about myself is I get a good deal of energy from starting a 
new project, taking into account the various aspects and thinking about 
how all the pieces fit together.  
 
Here’s an important point: You have many strengths! 
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Look	for	opportunities	to	use	your	
strengths	

 
 
How can using your strengths help you now? 
 
Once you compile a list of your strengths, consider how you can begin to 
use more of them in your daily life. 

 
For example, when I was thinking about my strength of developing new 
projects, when a program was being introduced at work, I was the first to 
volunteer.  
 
The idea behind this tip is to focus on your strengths.  
 
Though we are told to concentrate on our weaknesses, it is the worst 
advice for success.   
 
The definition of a weakness is anything that you do that leaves you 
feeling weak. Drained. Depleted.  
 
When you look at your work situation, you may be seeing you are 
expending a good deal of your energy on activities that are actually 
weaknesses for you. Not only do they rob you of energy, weaknesses are 
also de-motivators.  
 

 
Increase the amount of time you are working on your strengths. You may 
not feel you have much control over your work environment but it is well 
worth your time to look around for opportunities.   
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At the end of the day, you may still feel that you need to find an 
altogether different job. For now, by focusing on your strengths, you are 
laying a good foundation for whatever will come next. 
 
 

3 
 

Do	what	matters	to	you	
 
 

“The single-minded pursuit of happiness has the opposite effect of driving it 
away, but happiness comes through the back door as a byproduct when 

we pursue meaning and authenticity.”  
Viktor Frankl 

 
 

Why is mattering so important? 
 

According to a Gallup poll, 70% of people are disengaged in their work. 
Those who are engaged identify meaning as central to their satisfaction. 
What they do matters. 
 
Work can provide a place of belonging, a way to fulfill your values, your 
sense of accomplishment, a connection to something bigger than yourself 
and contributing to the world.  
 
What is meaningfulness? 
 
Meaningfulness has 2 elements: 
! Being true to who you are 
! Contributing to others 
 
Being true to who you are is about being alignment with your values and 
desires. What is most important to you?  
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Create a list of what is most important to you. This can be specific things 
like recycling or general things like kindness. Spend some significant 
time, say a half hour, to dive into what most matters to you.  
 
Aim for 100 items. 
 
How you can begin to work on this immediately?  Look at your list and 
pick out the top 10 that are most important to you.   
 
Is there a way that you can contribute to others using any of those 
values and desires that are most important to you? 
 
 

4 
 

Do	what	enlivens	you	
 
 

What makes you feel alive? 
 
During a blustery storm, I suggested to my friend that we go down to the 
ocean. When I turned onto the road edging the sea, we ran into a traffic 
jam. After I parked, I watched people along the railing trying to find the 
spot where the waves crashed over onto the sidewalk.  
 
They squealed with delight, dripping wet from head to toe. When the best 
advice would be to stay home, so many people ventured out. 
 
What drew people out of their warm, dry homes?  
 
Weather and nature remind us of what it means to be alive. In a life of so 
much routine and repetition, I believe we long to be in touch with 
liveliness. 
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It is that felt sense that we are striving for in our lives, whether it is work 
or all of those other wondrous ways we spend our time. For work to 
matter, it has to bring us to life.  
 
 

 
What will help to create more happiness right now in your work is to get 
in touch with how it feels to be alive and to bring more of that into your 
life. 
 
Think of a time when you felt truly alive. It may be a time when you were 
out in nature. Perhaps it was when you had a child. Or it could have 
been a time when you accomplished a difficult task.  
 
How would you describe the feeling? Can you feel it somewhere in your 
body? Immerse yourself in this sensation. There is not much more you 
need to do than this from time to time. It will give you a picture of what it 
is that you want in your life.  
 
 

5 
 

Making	your	life	bigger	
 

 
What happens when your life is small? 
 
When you are unhappy in your work, it can take up a lot of space. And 
not the best kind.  
 
If I were to describe the experience, I would say it is a contractive energy. 
It is about holding tight and restricting air. In a way, it is like taking up 
the least space possible. The best antidote is to be expansive.  
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Expansive is about becoming bigger.   
 
How do you make your life bigger? 
 
There are two ways: 
! Dreaming 
! Play around with ideas 
 
In the midst of to-dos and being realistic, dreams become the sacrifice. 
Even vacations can become rote, returning to the same place year after 
year. Now is the time to bring dreams out into the open where they can 
dance and bump up against other dreams.  
 
One of the best reasons to dream is to stir those suppressed passions. In 
a way it doesn’t matter if you follow through with the dream, it is more 
important to create a dreaming environment. During the process, you 
may find a dream that is even more compelling.  
 
Much of what inspires you began with imagining it. Whether it is art or 
the wonders of the world, lives are fueled by dreaming. 
 
In addition to dreaming, expand your life by generating ideas. The Idea 
Machine: James Altucher, entrepreneur and writer among other 
professions, says that “ideas are the currency of life.” He goes on to say, 
“Money gets depleted until you go broke. But good ideas buy you good 
experiences, buy you better ideas, buy you better experiences, buy you 
more time, save your life.” 

 

 
Begin imagining. Consider thinking about where you want to be 5 years 
from now. Spend some time writing down your dreams. Answer the 
question: “What do you want?”  Be specific. IKEA duvet. Be vague. Peace. 
 
These exercises are about creating the space for your imagination and 
your dreams. Watch how children do this on a daily basis. They are 
excellent models for dreaming.  

 
To become an Idea Machine, Altucher suggests writing down 10 ideas 
every day. This way you begin exercising the idea muscle. And just like 
other muscles, through repeated use it becomes stronger. 
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Playing around with ideas moves you away from the daily humdrumness 
of your life and into a new reality.   
 
The idea isn’t to have great ideas or expect yourself to come up with the 
magic answer; the idea is to play with ideas. The pressure is off.  
 
In the article The Ultimate Guide for Becoming an Idea Machine, Altucher 
describes how he uses lists to generate his 10 ideas a day.  
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Working	with	fear	
 
 

Fear is on your side 
 
Anytime you start shaking up your life, you can expect fear to show up! 
Though it may feel like it is grabbing you by the throat, remember that 
fear is a feeling. And no feeling lasts longer than 20 seconds. At a time.  

 
Humans are hardwired for fear. It is what has kept us alive.  
 
As you contemplate changing your life, you will find fear hanging around 
the edges. Sometimes it looks like fear, but it also looks like 
procrastination, resistance, self-doubt, and paralysis or many other of its 
guises. 
 
Fear doesn’t need to get in your way. It certainly does not need to be the 
driver of your life.   
 
Since we are hardwired for fear, we have to work with it. If you 
understand that fear will arise when you do something new, then you 
can work on befriending it. 
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One important element of fear is it wants to keep you safe. So rather 
than thinking of it as an enemy, consider the idea that you and fear want 
the same thing.   

 
 

 
The only way to work with fear is to go out and do something. I like to 
think of it as developing your brave muscle.  
 
Like anything else we can practice building our brawn by using the light 
weights first. Make a list of things you would like to do that feel scary. 
The motivation is buried in your desire so make sure the items on your 
list inspire you. Plan a time each week when you can practice being 
brave. 
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Quit.	Or	don’t	quit.		
(or what to do when you feel stuck) 

 
 

What do you do when you feel stuck? 
 
Behind this nugget is getting a sense of other possibilities. Sometimes 
during times of unhappiness, it feels like there are no choices. If you 
have done the same thing for a long time, it may be hard to envision 
what else you could do.  
 
There may be some practical realities where making a change seem 
insurmountable.  
 
Freedom comes in knowing there are many ways to solve a problem. First 
of all, it helps by looking at the situation in a different way.  
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The first idea is playing around with ideas. Make a list of 20 ways your 
problem can be solved. Even if it seems farfetched (winning a lottery), the 
exercise is to just brainstorm. Begin with doing this yourself. Then, ask 
someone who is on your team to brainstorm with you. You don’t need to 
act on any of the suggestions. You want to create an environment where 
there are other choices. 
 
Let those ideas percolate for a couple of weeks, then come back to your 
list(s). Is there any gold that could be mined from the ideas? 
 
The second part of getting unstuck is to see if there are any hidden 
limiting beliefs, values or internal commitments that are holding you 
back. Often you have carried these for a long time, they become 
unconscious. Identifying them is the first step. You may want to work 
with a professional to find out these may be.  
 
You may also want to check out the book The Big Leap by Gay 
Hendricks.  
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Do	some	radical	self-care	
 

“Everything in me wants to put their needs and their meals first—I’ll do 
their laundry, you know. Without radical self-care, I’m like some demented 

flight attendant and they’re first-class travelers.” 
Anne Lamott 

 
 

 

Try this: 
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What is radical self-care? 
 
On a superficial level, self-care is a way of taking time out. By adding the 
word “radical,” it is about looking under the surface.  
 
Radical self-care is about looking at those ways of being that are keeping 
you depleted. Often it is about being focused on someone else. Which 
feels a lot easier than looking at yourself? 
 
It is about seeing how you strive for perfection or want to have others like 
you or ignore your own needs for someone else’s. It is how you put 
yourself on the back burner.  
 

 
When you are unhappy at work, it often means there is something 
profound going on. Recognizing that your well is dry is the first step. 
 
The next step is getting some ideas of what fills your well, in a true and 
nourishing way. By taking care of your business, you will be prepared for 
the next step of looking at your hopes and dreams.  
 
At the other level, taking care of your body will also help immensely – 
eating well, getting enough sleep and moving your body – to get you in 
the best space for doing the important work of figuring out your life.  
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9 
 

Do	something	new.	Every	day.	
 

 
“If you think adventure is dangerous, try routine; it is lethal.”  

Paulo Coelho 
 

 
Why is routine lethal? 
 

So much of life is about getting comfortable. Lying on the couch has been 
the biggest contributor to the survival of the species. But it also is what 
makes you wilt.   
 
I remember reading an article years ago in Discover Magazine about how 
thoughts formed imprints in the brain. The more repetitive the thought, 
the deeper the groove. The more different thoughts, the more different 
imprints.  
 
So having a variety of thoughts has a physical effect on the brain.  
 
What you can learn from Einstein 
 
Einstein’s brain is a good example. 
 
Einstein was definitely a person who was innovative and examined new 
ways of thinking on a regular basis. In examining his brain after death, 
scientists found that he had more extensive connections between certain 
parts of his cerebral hemispheres compared to brains younger and older 
than his.  
 
Engaging as many parts of our brain as possible is a result of being 
engaged. And being engaged is a matter of doing new activities.   
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To be happier in our lives and work is about re-engaging ourselves. When 
we do something new, it allows us to look at a problem in a new way and 
even to feel refreshed in tackling the issue. 

 
 

 
Doing something new every day can be as simple as using a different 
hand to open the door. Break the routine. It can also be about reading a 
different genre of writing or going an event that is different than you 
would normally attend.  Be creative and have fun! 

 
 
 

 

10 
 

Expand	your	ideas	of	work	
 

 
Are there really other possibilities? 

 
Absolutely! Get a taste of what other people do for a living. I like to think 
of this idea as inspirational research.  
 
When I ask people about what they actually do in their work, I find I 
have preconceptions based some narrow vision I have from only knowing 
a part of the work. 
 
Inevitably I learn a lot. And I become inspired by some aspect. When I 
interviewed a coffee roaster, I saw how different coffees are mixed to 
make a richer brewed experience. Previously I thought the purer the 
better.  
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To step into another world of work, ask people about what they do. Ask 
them how they spend their day, how they entered their field, what advice 
they would give to anyone new, what is the best part of their job, what is 
the worst. 
 
An informational interview is one of the most powerful tools for both 
career exploration and for finding work; it helps make an informed 
decision. The first part of work for this, though, is knowing yourself so 
that you can tell if the occupation is a good fit for you. 

 
All of these ideas will get you pointed in the right direction and feeling 
energized for the journey to finding your best work. 
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Extra:		The	11th	way	to	be	happier	in	
your	work		

 
At some point, you will be ready to make the big leap to finding that great 
work fit. It can be a daunting task. I do not recommend you do it alone. 
You are welcome to check out the programs I have here. If you have a 
specific request, contact me. I tailor make services.   
 
 
Remember, I offer you a free consultation session so you can see if we 
are a good fit. Contact me at patricia@findingworkthatmatters.com 
 
You are also welcome to visit my website: 
 

www.findingworkthatmatters.com 
 
I wish you well on the journey to a happier work life.  
 
 
  

 
JOIN MY FACEBOOK COMMUNITY 

 
Finding Work That Matters 

 
https://www.facebook.com/findingworkthatmatters 

 

 
 


