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Considering a Career Shift? 

Start with a Go-to Change Process 
 

Whether you want to find a new job much like your old one, or shift to an 
entirely different career, the trick in moving forward can be to create an 
effective process and stick with it. And once you master your go-to approach, 
you’ll know how to get started when you’re ready to change again. Whether you 
want to find a new job, launch a new business, or just pump up your current gig, 
you’ll always know where to begin. 

When I work with clients who are facing transitions, I often suggest an approach 
that I’ve been exploring since I was a teenager. 

Try a change system that works: the Sugar Grain Process 

As a child of Brits, I drank lots of tea, loaded with sugar. In my teens, I worried 
about the calories, but kicking my sugar habit seemed tough. Then one day I was 
inspired to reduce the sugar volume so gradually I’d never miss it. As I sat at the 
kitchen table, staring at the pile of sugar on my spoon, I decided to start by 
removing just a few granules. In the following days, I took away a few more 
grains. I kept at it, progressively lessening the sugar from three full spoons to 
none. It took months, but I learned painlessly to enjoy sugarless tea. 

I was intrigued by the power of creating change through small, easy steps, 
and thought of it as “the Sugar Grain Process.” I remembered the Process 
years later, in my 20s, when I found myself charged with building a program at 
Ohio University to encourage women to move into non-traditional professional 
fields. I had little preparation for the role, but I pushed myself into unfamiliar 
territories by committing to a pace of small “Things” that supported career 
opportunities for women. A Thing could be as small as a sugar grain, but the 
essence of my Process was that I had to come up with one of them every 
day. 

When I first created the daily habit, coming up with Things wasn’t too hard. A 
day’s contribution might be as basic as speaking in a class. But over time it 
become more difficult to think of Things, and I was forced to move out of my 
comfort zone. As I scrambled harder to define new Things, I worried less 
about failure and became more creative.   

Later, as my job grew, I met with many individual women, seeking ways to help 
them to embark on careers that were just opening up. I shared and refined the 
Process, and began to better understand how persistence pays off. Now I have 
40 years of experience in fostering career change with the Sugar Grain 
Process, and I am absolutely confident that it works.    
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Apply the Sugar Grain Change Process to your career shift 
 
1.  Start with a Big List of what you want.  Begin the Process by creating a 
picture of what you desire in your next career phase. You needn’t define a 
precise destination before you get going. There will be uncertainties, but as you 
spend time sorting things out you may be surprised at how much you know about 
what you want next. Building your Big List will help to clarify your thinking 
and prepare you to spot and seize opportunities. Use these techniques: 

• Note what you do know.  List elements you already know you want in your 
work. Try to imagine a great -- but realistic -- next job, business or other 
career, and list the elements that make it so appealing. 

• Notice the good stuff about your past and current jobs.  Sometimes we 
become so frustrated by day-to-day pressures that we lose touch with the 
best aspects of the jobs we have. Take a few minutes to think about the 
career you have now, as well as earlier positions, and list what you like best.  
Consider aspects like: 
o Your colleagues 
o Varied and/or challenging work 
o Opportunities for learning and trying new things 
o Meeting people and building your network 
o Prestige, perks, benefits and a steady check.    

• Describe your work activities.  Make of list of the tasks you perform on the 
job. Approach them like you would when speaking to a person who knows 
nothing about your field. Describe your specific activities like a series of 
different products or services. Now add to the Big List the skills or activities 
you’d like to continue or want to further develop or try for the first time. 

• Transform the negatives.   Make a list of things you like least in your current 
or recent job. Then, item by item, consider whether the negatives suggest 
positives for your Big List. If what you like least about your job is the stress, 
ask yourself what might make a job less stressful for you. Regular vacations? 
More working from home? A different kind of role?   

• Think about how you’ll need to be.  As you contemplate the kind of 
situation you want, consider what kind of shape you’ll need to be in, in order 
to excel. Of course that includes being energetic and in good physical shape 
so you can work at your highest level. But you also may spot other areas to 
grow, like by developing new skills or building a broader network. 

• Jump ahead and look back. Imagine it’s five years from now, and you’ve 
moved to a new path. Now describe what made the past five-year period so 
productive and satisfying. What kind of changes did you make to reach this 
good place? Do you want to add some of those elements to your Big List? 

• Ask what else you want in your life. Consider whether certain values or 
interests should become more important in shaping your career. If your long-
term plan calls for a different kind of life style, should your next step move you 
in that direction?  For example, do you want to move to a different city?  
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2.  Set goals for you career change process.  It’s OK if your goals feel a bit 
vague or so huge that they are scary. Once you start moving, it will be easier to 
clarify and grapple with your objectives. 

If your Big List feels complicated, organize the various elements into categories, 
and treat each category as a career goal.  

If your career objectives feel like a tangled mess, a good way to sort them 
out is by creating a “mind map.”  

“Mind maps” are branching diagrams used to describe concepts, projects or 
situations. They can help you visualize and sort out a situation or a problem.  
Many people find maps helpful for organizing complex materials and making 
decisions. Part of what makes mapping so effective is that it takes advantage of 
how your brains make associations. As you look at an evolving map, you might 
spot connections or new directions that you would otherwise miss.   

If you want to organize your career goals by creating a mind map, do this: 

• Start in the center of the page with an icon or initial that represents your 
search or your goal. (See an illustration of a map on page 4.) 

• Draw 5 to 10 branches, out from the center image, and label them to 
represent key activity categories within your career search. Make the picture 
more complete by drawing smaller branches out from each main branch.  

• Decorate the map and provide richer detail using pictures, colors, arrows and 
different fonts. Colorful, graphic maps can capture your attention and help you 
to focus intensely. A vivid image helps you remember and recall your map. 

• Find free software: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/FreeMind is one free option. 

Think about your transition broadly. Some branches of your career change 
effort might be pretty clear and basic, like learning a specific technology. But 
think about the big picture, and include everything you know you want, as well as 
activities that might help you find, prepare for, or enter your next phase.  

 

The illustration on the next page is a simplified version of the map I use for 
envisioning my career.  I initially drew this map years ago, to help myself 
picture a new kind of work structure – a portfolio career that would include 
multiple jobs and projects. Each branch represented an activity I wanted to 
launch or expand. I knew that being fit and happy would be critical to my 
performance and job satisfaction, so from the start I included well-being as a 
branch on my career map. 
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3.  Begin a List of Things for each goal.  A key to the process is to imagine 
many kinds of Things that might move you toward a goal, even slightly or 
indirectly.  These are action items that may be as small as “sugar grains.” If you 
create a mind map, create a list of Things for each branch. As you list potential 
Things for each goal, keep these points in mind: 

• It doesn’t matter where you start.  I don’t call these little Things “steps” 
because they aren’t linear. Things won’t take you in a logical order 
along a direct path. The Things on your list needn’t be related to one 
another and may feel pretty random. But as you do more Things, patterns will, 
emerge.   

• Choose the format that works for you.  It's fine to maintain one long list of 
Things, or to break it into categories. Do what works. 

• Activities vary widely.  Things might include sending an email to an old 
acquaintance, attending an online webinar, spending one hour working on a 
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social media account, or exercising for 30 minutes.  Here are more examples: 

 Spruce up your basic resume and practice ways to describe your 
experience and expertise to people who aren’t familiar with your 
current job activities, or even the nature of your profession. 

 Up your social media game, particularly by creating a strong 
LinkedIn profile. Explore Twitter or other feeds that illustrate your 
interests and areas of knowledge. 

 Expand your network: 
o Join new organizations, attend new kinds of events, vary your 

social patterns and find more time to chat -- and listen -- 
wherever you go. 

o Reconnect with folks from past times in your life. 
o Build on current relationships, even the casual ones. 

 Explore professional fields a step or two removed from yours. 

 Develop new skills, perhaps by taking courses or working toward 
online certifications. A good starting point can be offering to try 
something new in your current job. 

 Get in shape, so you look and feel your best and appear energetic. 

 Get experience in areas of interest. You might practice new skills in 
your current job. Also consider volunteer work or a side gig. If you 
have an idea for your new direction but aren’t sure, find ways to try it 
out. “Oliver” was an attorney who loved taking photos. So he 
volunteered at his church, taking pictures at events and helping with a 
newsletter. Next, he started to sell headshots, had his first exhibit in 
the church basement, and began to build a following. By the time he 
took early retirement from law, Oliver’s photography business was well 
established. 

 Prepare for any employment gap or startup period by getting your 
finances in shape and identifying options for temp work or 
projects. 

• Things will lead to other Things.  If one Thing is to attend a dinner, and you 
meet an interesting person there, your next Things might be to send her a 
note and set up a coffee date. Once you get started, your lists of Things will 
generate their own momentum. 

 

4.  Commit to a pace of Things.  Once you have a picture of your search, 
decide how quickly you need to move. That will determine how many Things you 
must commit to doing each day, or week, or month, for each goal you’ve 
identified.  This is important: the power of the Process comes from your 
Thing habit, and your commitment to keep up the pace of tiny actions, even 
when you feel like you are out of ideas or don’t have the time.   
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5.  Maintain records.  Keeping track of your Things is important to the 
success of your Process. Your recordkeeping will help you see your progress, 
bring you new insights and inspire additional Things. How you do it, whether it’s 
on paper or in the Cloud, is your choice. In addition to holding on to your lists of 
completed Things, consider using: 

• Logs.  They work. For example, you’re more likely to stick to an exercise or 
other program if you record each minute you spend. Activity logs can illustrate 
your efforts, reinforce your commitment and help you see the gap between 
where you are and where you want to be. 

• Journals.  They can promote self-reflection, help you explore and keep track 
of new ideas, and give you a way to manage frustration and setbacks.  

Enjoy the Process.  The hardest part of making a career change is getting 
started. But once you define your go-to version of the Process, build the 
“Sugar Grain” habit, and establish a cadence of action items, the activity 
generates its own energy.  You’ll start to trust your Process and feel confident 
that it’s taking you somewhere interesting and important – and even fun and 
rewarding. And you’ll always be prepared to make another shift. 

 

 

I’m passionate about sharing practical, effective techniques to help you 
flourish in your career, and your life.   

 

For more, check out my books: 

Find Your Happy at Work – 50 Ways to Get Unstuck, Move Past Boredom and 
Discover Fulfillment 

Think Like an Entrepreneur, Act Like a CEO – 50 Indispensable Tips to Help 
You Stay Afloat, Bounce Back, and Get Ahead at Work 

 

Listen to the podcast: Jazzed About Work, on NPR.org and many other 
channels. 

 

And let’s connect on social media: 

LinkedIn:     https://www.linkedin.com/in/beverly-jones-coach-author/ 

Twitter:       @beverlyejones 

Instagram:  beverlyejones 

Facebook:  Think Like an Entrepreneur, Act Like a CEO 
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