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So, you want a portable career? 
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A Career in Your Suitcase 
 
Jo Parf it t  shares her secrets, explaining how you too can create the 
perfect  portable career. 
  
The maj ority of today’ s families comprise two partners who both 
want  to pursue a long term career.  Today’ s managers accept  that  if  
they really want  to ascend the career ladder then they need to be 
prepared to relocate frequent ly.  
 
As we all become more educated it  follows that  an educated, 
successful man will have an educated, successful wife.  Educated, 
ambit ious people want  to work, frequent ly in a dual career scenario.  
Yet  it  is rare that  both partners will receive promot ion or 
opportunit ies together, and after a while, one partner is offered a 
j ob he or she cannot  refuse.  Immediately the balance shifts.  One 
partner begins to make the career choices, while the other takes a 
back seat .  
 
Losing the esteem that  goes with a once held professional ident ity 
can be a setback to some and a disaster to others. Despite an 
increasingly global and mobile society the problem of the career of 
the accompanying partner st il l poses a problem. 
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It  is est imated that  75 percent  of internat ional managers are involved 
in a dual career partnership.  Yet  the surveys show that  rarely more 
than 25 per cent  of spouses f ind fulf il l ing employment .  The number 
one reason for foreign assignment  failure remains spousal and familial 
discontent  and the main reason that  the spouse is unhappy is because 
he, or she, f inds it  impossible to retain a professional ident ity in a 
sat isfactory manner. 
 
There is no doubt  that  ‘ on-the-economy’ , t radit ional, salaried careers 
are the hardest  to t rack down and retain. Increasingly, companies are 
realising that  self-employment  and portable careers offer a f lexible 
and viable solut ion. Throughout  my own decade abroad I learned that  
if  I created my own work I could choose my proj ects as well as when 
and how I worked.  I call this creat ion of a tailormade portable career 
‘ a career in your suitcase’ .  If  you think this opt ion might  work for 
you, then you will need to be a super-mot ivated self-starter. But  for 
me, there was no quest ion. If  I wanted to be sane, I had to work. 

 
If ,  l ike me, you t ry to maintain a career, a happy family and st il l 
leave enough t ime for visitors and t ravel, then you need to pack all 
the tools you need for the task ahead into that  metaphorical 
suitcase. 
 
Launching Your Career in t he UK is published by Focus Informat ion 
Services in London.   
 
‘ When it  comes to f inding work, we know that  as an expat riate, you 
have dif ferent  concerns, issues and challenges . .  .  As an 
accompanying partner, you must  balance mult iple commitments with 
professional work. As someone who’ s been relocated, you face 
choices you may not  have contemplated prior to moving. And if  
you’ re planning to move again, your career goals dif fer from those of 
a stay-in-one-place expat riate, ’  writes Liz Felter, the Director of 
Focus. 
 
To this, add the complexity of j ob hunt ing as a foreign nat ional, 
concerns about  doing, saying or wearing the right  thing, loneliness 
and steep, often painful learning curves and you f ind yourself with a 
challenge. 
 



 

© Jo Parfitt 2003  3 

To this challenge do not  ignore that  the balance between husband 
and wife, or partners, shif ts when one partner’ s employer begins to 
dictate where his or her family must  move next .  When that  move 
involves going abroad, the balance shifts st il l more, as the 
accompanying partner becomes necessarily involved in the pract ical 
and family nurturing aspects.   
  
So, if  we accept  that  ‘real’  dual careers are rare, and that  when one 
partner leads the other follows, then it  becomes clear that  the 
accompanying partner has to adj ust  his or her mindset , goals, beliefs 
and values in order to f ind career fulf ilment .   
  
Today, around ten per cent  of accompanying partners is male.  And 
this makes a dif ference. For while a female has had centuries of 
condit ioning to accept  a lesser, nurturing role, a male has a lot  of 
catching up to do.  
 
My portable career 
 
I l ived abroad for ten years and have been back home for f ive more.  
During this t ime I have been determined to maintain my professional 
ident ity, which for me, means earning my own money.  I have never 
wanted to ask my husband for the money to buy him a birthday 
present .  We have lived in Dubai, Muscat , Stavanger and England, 
moved house ten t imes and produced two children.  My husband is 
almost  always away on business.  So, while I wanted desperately to 
work, I had other commitments too.  Over t ime I developed a range 
of portable careers that  I adapted or added to as the opportunity 
arose.  Although I rarely earned more than luxury money, there was a 
period of a year or so before we had children when I did earn more 
than him.  In addit ion, it  is worth not ing that  my long term career 
prospects did not  suffer by my unorthodox work style.  In 2001 my 
income matched his again.  
  
When I left  England in 1987 I had been running a computer t raining 
company and writ ing word processing handbooks. By the t ime I 
returned a decade later I was a j ournalist ,  a publisher, had sold books 
through a party plan scheme, made and sold date chutney, taught  
French conversat ion, creat ive writ ing and wor processing, run a 
curriculum vitae service, developed t raining schools and taken in 
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typing. After ten years and several enforced professional reinvent ions 
I knew everything there was to know about  maintaining a career on 
the move. Before I left  expat riate life, I was well on the way to 
complet ing a book called A Career in Your Suit case,  and had 
developed a workshop of the same name. 

 
We repat riated in 1997.  I was opt imist ic about  my future. I had done 
it  all before. I was wrong.  One of the toughest  things about  going 
home was realising that  I was j ust  as anonymous back in my home 
town as I had been at  the start  of each foreign locat ion. And we were 
no longer on expat riate status.  Worst  of all,  this t ime we needed the 
money. 
 
I had been forced to start  again so many t imes, to f ind new clients 
and discover which business ideas worked where, that  I had become a 
portable career expert .  I discovered that  the skil ls I needed to create 
myself a career that  would f it  round my other commitments were the 
same whether I was abroad or not . 

 
First, find your passion 
 
Moving from count ry to county you can reinvent  yourself in each new 
place.  You can recycle your skil ls, learn new ones or adapt  an old 
career to suit  the new locat ion. If  you know what  you love to do from 
the beginning you have a much bet ter chance of success.  
 
I believe st rongly that  it  is only when you live and work by what  you 
believe in that  you can be t ruly enthusiast ic about  what  you do.  And 
if  you are enthusiast ic, that  enthusiasm will be infect ious. Other 
people start  to believe in you too, and that , in turn, becomes 
success. 
 
Finding out  what  you t ruly love to do is dif f icult .   But  as an 
accompanying partner you have the opportunity to pause and ref lect .  
Your employed partner is unlikely to have the same privilege. 
Think about  what  you loved to do when you were a child.  What  did 
you want  to be when you grew up?  If  knew you were guaranteed 
success and could do anything, what  would it  be?  What  do you do 
that  f il ls you with energy, makes t ime f ly and sees you bounce out  of 
bed in the morning?   
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Take a look at  Nancy Anderson’ s book Work wit h Passion or Barbara 
Sher’ s I Could Do Anyt hing if  Only I Knew What  i t  Was.   Both books 
are full of ideas, inspirat ion and simple exercises that  will lead you to 
your authent ic self.  
 
Here are 15 ways to find your passion: 
 
1. Getting started 

It  is not  surprising that  many people neglect  the dif f icult  task of 
self-scrut iny. After all,  where do you begin?  How do you get  
started?  How do you know you’ re on the right  t rack? And how do 
you keep yourself accountable for the results? Here are several 
suggest ions to launch you on your own voyage of self-discovery. 

 
2. Buy a notebook 

Prepare to do a lot  of soul searching, thinking and writ ing. Buy 
yourself a large, l ined notebook, preferably spiral bound, in which 
to write your thoughts and exercises. Choose a large one, about  
A4 or foolscap in size. Try not  to succumb to doing this on a 
computer. If  you want  to be creat ive, it ’ s more product ive to 
have a pen in your hand than a keyboard beneath your f ingers. 
Computers use the left ,  logical,  side of your brain. A notebook 
and pen will use the creat ive, right  side. 

 
3. Make a space 

Give yourself permission to make a space in which to explore. This 
may mean you will have to give up something else in your l ife to 
provide t ime for your voyage of discovery. Ideas will only come to 
you if  you have the space in your head in which to think and the 
space in your l ife in which to take act ion. 

 
Pract it ioners of feng shui  recognise the value of clearing clut ter 
from their l ives. Space clearing, clut ter clearing and life laundry 
can help you to make the mental space in which to explore your 
dreams. Try to t idy your workspace at  the end of each day, so 
that  each morning you’ re faced with a clear desk. Put  your f iles 
and papers behind closed doors and remove mirrors from areas 
where they ref lect  clut ter. 
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So, create yourself a mental and physical space to give a posit ive 
start  to your j ourney. 

 
4. Make a team 

Self-assessment  is very effect ive when you’ re able to talk with 
others who can provide perspect ive, balance and insight . Solitary 
self-assessments may invite self-delusion and frust rat ion and the 
‘f inding out  what  you want  to f ind out ’  syndrome. We all need 
help in order to see ourselves accurately. Self-assessment  is an 
interact ive process. When someone else is there to probe and 
challenge it  stokes our imaginat ions and self-ref lect ion. 

 
Recruit  supporters who can be on your success team. Find people 
who will give you permission to f ind out  who you are, and who 
believe in you. You need to be encouraged and praised. If  your 
closest  family members are not  with you in this, then prepare for 
a rough but  I hope not  unbearable ride. Best  of all,  f ind some 
friends you know well,  who can j oin you on the j ourney too, and 
meet  or send emails each to other regularly to keep each other 
mot ivated and on t rack. 
 
If  you can’ t  build your own team of supporters, you should 
seriously consider hiring a coach or careers counsellor. I know 
from painful experience that  I won’ t  go to the gym if  I’ m alone. 
It ’ s too easy to let  myself off .  Involving someone else makes it  
much easier to make a commitment . 

 
5. Have a blue sky party 

You could always kick off with a Blue Sky Party. I use ‘blue sky’  to 
refer to those magical t imes when we discuss dreams and make 
plans with someone else. It ’ s a t ime for brainstorming - or 
‘random-ent ry l ist ings’  as it  is now polit ically correct  to call them. 
It  is a t ime for ideas. But  I also take ‘blue sky’  to refer to the blue 
sky that  can emerge from the clouds, and the hope that  it  brings. 
A summer’ s day, with a blue sky above,is something many of us, 
part icularly the Northern Europeans, long for. Divide the t ime you 
have available by the number of guests you invite and take turns 
to blue sky with each other. 
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6. Make a commitment 
Promise yourself that  you’ ll do all this. But  also tell someone else 
what  you’ re doing. Make a commitment  to someone else - a 
friend, counsellor or coach - whom you can t rust  to check up on 
your progress regularly and with love. Also, make a commitment  
to yourself that  you’ ll be honest  and that  you will l isten to your 
inner voice. Often the f irst  thought  that  pops into your head will 
be the most  authent ic. Trust  your inst incts. We don’ t  mean to lie 
to ourselves deliberately, but  through our efforts to capture what  
is t rue we can be inf luenced by what  we would like things to be - 
as well as by what  we think we should be. Try hard to be honest  
about  what  you are and how you feel. 

 
7. Monitor your progress 

Start  that  notebook now. Write down your thoughts and your 
achievements each day under the appropriate date. This will help 
you keep t rack of your progress and make it  more concrete. All 
you achieve and the thoughts that  come to you each day. Date 
each ent ry. When you write things down it  will make your 
progress more real and encouraging. 

 
8. Passions and values 

In order to assess ourselves we need a st ructure. We can build this 
st ructure around the standards by which we are evaluated when 
we apply for a j ob posit ion. You could divide the elements that  
make up your career-based skil ls into passions and values.  Write 
each of these words at  the top of separate pages of your notebook 
and, as you have ideas about  your passions and values, j ot  them 
down on the relevant  page. 

 
9. Your label is showing 

We all have an idea of how we appear to others and how this may differ from how we 
see ourselves. It can be very revealing when we also take a look at how we view 
others. If we consider a trait in someone else to be negative, then we are likely to 
disapprove of it in ourselves, and so on. 
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10. Time flies 
Write ‘Time Flies’  at  the top of a piece of paper and write down 
the things you have ever done when you realised afterwards that  
t ime had f lown by. While you are gardening or shopping perhaps? 

 
In conversat ion, cooking, typing or driving? Think about  it .  When 
t ime f l ies so fast  that  you lose t rack of it ,  you must  be having 
fun. 

 
11. Energy sources 

It  is widely accepted that  we expend far less energy doing the 
things we love than the things we don’ t .  Some people claim that  
we use an astounding 100 per cent  less. 

 
Tit le a blank page with the words ‘energy sources’  and write 
down the things you do that  energise you. What  makes you feel 
l ike you’ re f lying? What  makes you want  to sing? What  makes you 
happy and puts 
a spring in your step? Now work with the next  l ist ,  ‘energy 
vampires’ ,  to f ind out  some of your possible energy drainers. 

 
12. Energy vampires 

On this page write down the things you do that  make you feel 
t ired. What  act ivit ies bore you, and rob you of mot ivat ion and 
momentum? Also list  the types of people who seem to drain you 
of energy. Think of them as energy vampires, these tasks and 
these people that  suck life out  of you. If  types of people don’ t  
come to mind, l ist  actual people. Consider whether they are 
demanding or impat ient  people, perfect ionists or people who can 
barely get  one foot  in front  of the other. If  you can calculate 
when you feel drained it  can help you to see when you’ re 
energised. If  you feel drained by people who are bossy, then 
think about  working in an environment  that  allows you to be the 
boss. If  you f ind it  hard to be among needy or weak people, then 
think about  working in a high energy, successful environment . If  
you feel uncomfortable among charismat ic, dynamic people, 
then perhaps you would feel happier in a nurturing, support ive 
f ield. 
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13. Fear of success 
Contrary to popular belief it  is not  always a fear of failure that  
stops us from doing something - it  is j ust  as likely to be a fear of 
success. When I was a f ive year old, I had to change schools 
because my family moved house. I have a vivid memory of that  
f irst  day at  my new school when the teacher asked me to stand 
up and recite the alphabet . I did so, using the adult  
pronunciat ion of ‘ay, bee, see’ .  The teacher told me I was wrong 
and that  it  should be pronounced phonet ically ‘ah, buh, kuh’ ,  
which is the standard teaching method in England. I felt  
uncomfortable. Children stared at  me. The teacher said I was 
‘too clever’  so I was moved up a class, away from my peers. I 
saw this as a punishment . When I look closely at  my life I can see 
many instances later on where I ‘dumbed down’  in order to f it  
in. According to Dr David George, the eminent  educat ion expert ,  
England is one of very few count ries where it  is not  cool to be 
clever. For the remainder of my school l ife I forced myself to be 
average, and my grades ref lected this. Only since my fort ieth 
birthday have I realised that  deep down I may actually be 
academic. 

 
Consider the t imes in your l ife when you may have sabotaged 
your success. I sabotaged mine by dumbing down. Think about  
your mot ives. Think about  the passions you may have suppressed 
as a result .  Write them down. 

 
14. When success was easily won 

In her book I Could Do Anyt hing I Want ed if  Only I Knew What  i t  
Was,  Barbara Sher provides many great  exercises. Some of the 
most  revealing have to do with success. Sher too believes that  
we are blocked more by our fear of success than by our fear of 
failure. 

 
There will have been t imes in your past  when you did allow 
yourself to succeed at  something. Times when you did not  give in 
to peer pressure or fears. Write a list  of these achievements. 
Remember also to include those which are not  work related. 
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15. Do you want to be alone? 
Most  people tend to think of themselves as either an int rovert  
or an ext rovert .  In fact , very few people are all one or all the 
other - most  of us are a mixture of both. When I analysed my 
typical working day I realised that  I work best  alone, not  j ust  by 
myself in an off ice, but  in a whole building. Yet  I do need daily 
social input  in order to redress the balance a bit .  Working alone 
as I do, I st il l need t ime to brainstorm with others, preferably 
face to face. So I founded and am now simply on the commit tee 
of a women’ s business network called Winning Connect ions for 
Women and t ry to diary a few lunch or coffee meet ings each 
month. Most  important ly, I need to get  away, and have t ime at  
conferences and on speaking engagements to recharge my 
bat teries with concent rated interact ion and learning. 

 
Think about  your ideal working environment . Do you want  to be 
alone, with people, or a mix of the two?  Would you like to work 
with people, but  spend your leisure t ime alone?  What ’ s worked 
for you in the past?  What  hasn’ t? Write a descript ion of your 
ideal work/ life balance. 

 
Look inside yourself 
 
Before you can begin to decide what  you are going to do next  you 
need to think about  all the things you can do.  What  are your skil ls?  
Is there a need for them in this locat ion?  Which new skills have you 
picked up from your last  post ing?  
 
One of the f irst  mistakes people make when they are at tempt ing to 
inventory their t ransferable skil ls, is to only consider the things they 
have done in a work context .  The skills you have will extend beyond 
the world of work. Think about  your hobbies.  Think about  the things 
you have learned by being an expat riate, about  language, t ransit ion, 
communicat ion, organisat ion or teamwork, for example. 
 
Somet imes you cannot  see your st rengths yourself,  so ask your 
friends, take a personality test , such as the Myers-Briggs Type 
Indicator and think about  all the qualit ies you have displayed through 
your interests, social l ife, clubs or volunteer work. 
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Look outside yourself 
 
As I found, it  is no good planning to work with dates, when you are in 
a count ry that  is usually too cold for palm t rees.  You have to be 
f lexible and adaptable.  If  you can’ t  make date chutney, then 
perhaps you could make it  with another fruit?  If  you can’ t  write for 
the local market , maybe you can write for another?  Somet imes you 
will have to give up on some ideas because they are either 
impract ical or because the market  is already saturated. 
  
Do your research. Talk to people and f ind out  what  kind of work is 
available and ask if  they know of any gaps in the market .  Think 
laterally and see if  you can adapt  some of your previous career ideas, 
and whether you might  need to learn a new skil l f irst .  
  
Join networks and clubs and listen to what  people complain about .  If  
they are moaning at  the lack of babysit ters, start  a babysit t ing circle.  
If  they wish they could get  hold of maternity clothes, consider 
import ing some.  Similarly, keep on the look out  for leads. If  lots of 
people are buying homes in France, then think about  start ing a 
French club for children or f inding out  about  French mortgages so you 
can offer advice. 
 
Careers to go 
 
A portable career is one that  moves when you do and will f it  into your 
metaphorical suitcase.  It  is a career that  can be picked up and put  
down again as necessary. It  can be tailored to f it  your l ifestyle and 
skil ls, but  it  needs to weigh nothing and contain items that  could be 
used consecut ively or concurrent ly.  Find your passion, inventory your 
skil ls and pack them in your case today. 
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Six Steps to Success 
 
No mat ter how good your idea, nor how much it  f it s your skil ls, your 
passions and the marketplace, no portable career will get  off the 
ground unless you think about  the following: 
 
Networking is the most  important  thing you can do. Try to think of it  
as relat ionship building rather than a formal set t ing where people 
swap business cards.  If  you can’ t  f ind a group that  suits your 
interests, then start  your own. When we came home I started a 
women’ s business group called Women Connect ing Women. Stay in 
touch with your past  contacts too, they may know people you need to 
know. 
 
Market yourself by seeing if  you can talk for a few minutes about  
what  you are doing to local networks and clubs.  Get  yourself a 
simple brochure or business card, so that  you have something to hand 
out . See if  you can write about  what  you are doing for local 
newslet ters or websites and get  yourself from free publicity.  
 
Create a team if  you do not  want  to work alone. Focus on your 
talents, team up with other people who have complementary skil ls 
and form a business between you. 
 
Think positive by at tending personal development  seminars locally, 
through teleclass or reading books such as Transform Yourself  by Ros 
Taylor.  Surround yourself with other opt imist ic, proact ive people 
and it  will buoy you up. 
 
Manage your time by only set t ing at tainable goals for yourself.   Keep 
charts of daily, weekly, monthly or long term targets and relish the 
t imes when you can cross things off.  
 
Ask for advice and help from experts, other professionals, or free 
informat ion services.  Consider hiring a careers coach or a careers 
advisor.  Find yourself a mentor. 
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Resources 
 

Personal development  and coaching teleclasses are available from 
www.teleclass.com and let  you to at tend a conference by telephone. 
 
You can do  Myers-Briggs test  at  www.knowyourtype.com 
 
Work wit h Passion by Nancy Anderson is published by New World 
Library. 
 
I Could Do Anyt hing If  Only I Knew What  i t  Was by Barbara Sher is 
published by Dell Trade Paperbacks. 
 
Transform Yourself  by Ros Taylor is published by Kogan Page 
 
Thriving in Mind by Katherine Benziger is available from 
www.benziger.org. 
 
Focus Informat ion Services www.focus-info.org 
 
Winning Connect ions for Women is on www.wcw.eu.com 
 
Useful magazines 
 
Real Business 
www.realbusiness.com 
 
eQLibrium 
www.eqlibrium.co.uk 
 
Female Ent repreneur 
www.female-ent repreneur.com 
 
Business Woman Canada 
www.businesswomancanada.com 
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Websites 
 
Magenta Circle 
www.magentacircle.co.uk 
 
Career Intell igence 
www.career-intell igence.com 
 
Jobs and Moms 
www.j obsandmoms.com 
 
Fab Jobs 
www.fabj ob.com 
 
Career in Your Suitcase 
www.career-in-your-suitcase.com 
 
 
This free ebook comes to you from Jo Parf it t .  Publishing consultant , 
author, j ournalist ,  writer, teacher and portable career specialist .  
 
Her book Career in Your Suitcase 2 was published in 2002 and can be 
purchased by sending an email to shop@career-in-your-suitcase.com , 
though www.vinehouse.co.uk and www.yourmarket ingmat ters.co.uk. 
 
Her writ ing courses Release the Book Within and Definite Articles 
are run all over the world and by correspondence.  For more 
informat ion please go to ht tp:/ / www.career-in-your-
suitcase.com/ summert ime.htm 
 
Email Jo Parf it t  on j oparf it t@career-in-your-suitcase.com 
 
 

 


