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CONGRATULATIONS ON FINISHING YOUR BOOK, 

ADELE, IT’S A GREAT ACHIEVEMENT.

ADELE BARLOW: Thanks! It’s been a long time coming.

WAS THERE A MOMENT WHERE YOU JUST SUDDENLY 

REALISED THAT YOU’VE GOT TO WRITE THIS BOOK? 

A.B.: Honestly, it’s taken 5 years. I had been meaning 

to write it for so, so long, but life (and perfectionism) 

kept getting in the way. If I go back to the years I spent 

working at Escape The City, I remember constantly 

having the same conversation with hundreds, if not 

thousands of smart, frustrated people. I would also 

have the privilege of being around and listening to so 

many intelligent career coaches and I grew annoyed 

at myself for not taking the time to write the best stuff 

down so that I could just give it to people who needed 

it. So after years of frustration I decided to double 

down on finishing the book this year, and here we are.

SO IT WAS A LONG AND PROTRACTED PROCESS?

A.B.: Yeah it was, and I think that’s probably a good 

thing. I think that if I’d tried to write it when I was a 

few years younger then I wouldn’t necessarily have 

had the clarity of thought that came from actually 

stepping away from Escape and being in different 

work environments, just observing what made 

people tick. 

I GET THAT, LIKE IT WAS A BOOK THAT YOU’D 

ALWAYS WANTED TO WRITE, BUT FELT YOU NEEDED 

TO REACH A CERTAIN PLACE FIRST WHERE YOU 

HAD A VANTAGE POINT THAT ONLY EXPERIENCE 

COULD PROVIDE. SO WHY A BOOK AND NOT 

SOME OTHER FORM OF MEDIA, LIKE A BLOG OR 

AN ONLINE COURSE? 

A.B.: It was just an idea that I wanted to get out 

there and it happened to come in the format of a 

book. I thought then, as I still do, that books are a 

RIGHT. SO WHY DID YOU SWITCH TO THE ‘HOW TO FIND 

FULFILLING WORK’ TITLE?

A.B.: After talking about The Lean Graduate to a number of 

friends and family, it became obvious that unless you were in 

tech startup circles the title was lost on people. I wanted the 

book to be relevant to a wider audience.

SO, HOW DO YOU EXPLAIN THE LEAN CAREER METHODOLOGY 

TO SOMEONE WHO DOESN’T RUN IN TECH CIRCLES? 

A.B.: When you have a lean methodology you’re starting 

out with a Minimum Viable Product, and then you’re 

just testing and experimenting your way towards 

more knowledge as opposed to having to figure out the 

entire journey and have it all mapped out before you start. 

That’s the essence of the concept, and it’s fairly simple to 

build on that from there. 

WHY IS THE NOTION OF FULFILLING WORK SO POPULAR 

AMONGST OUR GENERATION? WERE OUR PARENTS AND 

GRANDPARENTS ALWAYS BANGING ON ABOUT DOING WORK 

THAT MATTERS? 

A.B.:  It’s true that the being 'purpose driven' and loving 

your job is fashionable now amongst ‘millennials’. However, 

I’ve met plenty of happy people who prefer to keep their 

lives and their jobs separate, where their jobs afford them a 

life that they love outside of work. I didn’t include too many 

of these kinds of people in the book because they tend to be 

a little older than graduates. The book 

focuses on practical tools for grads, 

or people who are building a career 

from scratch without financial or 

familial obligations. There’s a unique 

window of unparalleled freedom and 

flexibility that recent graduates have, 

and I’m trying to help them maximise 

that. Perhaps the conversation around 

fulfilling work comes from navigating 

that sense of freedom, where life 

stretches ahead of you and your ability 

to dream big is at its peak.

WHAT DO YOU SAY TO PEOPLE WHO 

MAY ARGUE THAT THE PURSUIT 

OF FULFILLING WORK IS THE PRIVILEGE OF THE WELL 

CONNECTED, THE DEBTLESS AND THE EXPENSIVELY 

EDUCATED?

A.B.: I actually cover this in the book in a section on how 

the whole 'do work you love’ thing is often a privilege. To 

be honest I kind of agree with it. You just need to look at 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to see that there are plenty of 

people who don’t have the luxury of attaining professional 

self-actualisation because they need to focus on earning 

money to get by. Those people can navigate themselves to 

more enjoyable work later on in their careers once they’ve 

established their base needs, but it’s fair to say that many of 

the young people who are able to prioritise fulfilment from 

the get-go tend to come from a more privileged background, 

perhaps with some kind of financial backing or at least little 

to no debt. I was very aware at Escape that we were talking 

to a privileged audience, who tended to be a very educated 

group of people who could hold sophisticated debates 

around these issues. 

 

THAT MAKES SENSE. IS IT POSSIBLE THAT WE’RE 

OVERCOMPLICATING THE WHOLE IDEA OF DOING WORK 

YOU ENJOY? ISN’T IT JUST A CASE OF DECIDING WHAT 

YOU WANT AND DOING WHAT IT TAKES TO GET IT? 

A.B.: Ultimately, it’s not that complicated. You just have 

to do things to move yourself forward. What can be 

frustrating is when people paralyse themselves by 

thinking too much or due to a lack of confidence. You 

can’t make anyone do anything if they don’t have the 

confidence or the resilience to do it themselves. Taking 

action grows confidence.

“They say that the whole ‘do work you love’ 
thing is often a privilege. To be honest, 
I kind of agree.”
Adele Barlow talks to Will Reynolds about first time authorship, the notion of 

fulfilling work, and what it means to initiate a lean career.

COULD YOU SAY THAT THROUGHOUT 

THIS WHOLE PROCESS, WHILST ADELE 

THE CAREERS COUNSELLOR WAS PUT TO 

REST, ADELE THE WRITER HAS EMERGED?  

A.B.: Oh, definitely. In some ways I needed to 

get this book out so that I could put it away. 

After so much time spent wrestling with these 

ideas it was incredibly cathartic to finish it. 

In this book is everything that I know about 

how to build and grow a fulfilling career from 

scratch. It’s all there. I’ve got a number of 

other writing projects on the go now, so I’m 

looking ahead to the next thing.  
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SOUNDS A BIT LIKE DUMBLEDORE’S PENSIEVE. MAYBE ONE 

DAY YOU’LL JUST HAVE TO DUNK YOUR HEAD INTO A BOWL 

OF WATER AND YOU’LL RE-LIVE THE WHOLE THING. 

A.B.: Ha ha, totally.  

I realised that I was the only 

one who was stopping myself 

from finishing it. 

great way to start a conversation about an idea. I'm 

definitely interested in creating an online course 

around the topic and am looking into this at the 

moment. I find something eternally romantic about 

a good old-fashioned book, though, so that's where I 

wanted to start. 

WAS THERE ANYTHING THAT REALLY SURPRISED 

YOU ABOUT THE PROCESS OF ACTUALLY WRITING A 

BOOK? 

A.B.: Probably how easy it was in terms of the actual 

production process, and just how difficult it was in terms 

of me getting in my own way. People can underestimate 

how unbelievably easy it is to actually publish a book 

on Amazon these days. You can use programmes like 

Amazon Create Space to build the entire production 

and manufacturing process with zero risk as an 

independent author. There’s no rocket science behind 

it. I realised that I was the only one who was stopping 

myself from finishing it. Aside from that, the biggest 

challenge as an independent author is that you have to 

be your own editor, agent, marketer and manufacturer. 

HOW IMPORTANT WAS IT FOR YOU TO HAVE 

A WORKING DEFINITION OF ‘FULFILLING’ 

AND ‘UNFULFILLING’ FOR THE WHOLE BOOK TO REST 

ON? 

A.B.: The funny thing is, I actually didn’t get too caught 

up on the ‘fulfilling’ part of the title. Originally it was 

called ‘The Lean Graduate’, and the premise of the 

book is that we should take a lean startup approach 

to our careers, but I always kind of veered away from 

the idea of fulfilment because I think it’s massively 

misunderstood. I think people have this idea of fulfilment 

being this situation where your job is like dancing in a 

sea of roses, when in reality ‘ultimate fulfilment’ is when 

we’re ultimately fulfilled, underneath the inevitable 

struggles and frustrations. In some ways I kind of hate the 

term ‘fulfilling work’.
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