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WORK ETHIC
What it is and why it’s important

• Is hard work more important than talent or ability?
• Or is success in life more about who you know, or the luck of the draw?

Employers will often say that they want to recruit someone with a strong work ethic, but it’s not always 
obvious what they mean. It’s almost as if we’re all supposed to know what a good work ethic is without 
anyone ever needing to explain it. In the minds of many, some people are fortunate enough to have 
a ‘good’ work ethic, whilst others are intrinsically lazy or workshy.

However, it is possible to identify what makes up a  positive work ethic, and how you can go about 
developing and strengthening this. Whatever you want out of life, working hard is certainly important, 
but there are lots of other things to consider, too.

How to use this toolkit

You can either use the sections of the toolkit on your own or as part of a group. Your tutor/mentor/
support worker will help decide which approach is better suited to meet your individual needs. 

If you have not done so already, then read the ‘Introduction and Guidance’ section which gives an overview 
of how to get the best out of your use of the UMJ toolkit.

If you need more space to write down your thoughts or actions then use additional sheets of paper.
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WORK ETHIC
Learning Outcomes

In this section, you will:

• Reflect on your current work ethic, and your approach to work and study.
• Think about some strategies to develop and maintain a positive work ethic, and which of these could 

be applied in a range of scenarios.
• Plot out your own skills and abilities regarding your approach to work, and decide how you might 

need to improve these skills.
• Identify a situation or task you are involved in, and plan to apply some techniques to develop your 

work ethic whilst involved in this.
• Evaluate how your work ethic has developed as a result of this activity, and how you plan to keep on 

developing your work ethic.

Remember! Your skills won’t develop overnight. You will need to give some time to work through these 
activities, go away and try out your skills, then come back and see how much your skills have improved.

If you need help, ask someone to work through this section with you. This could be a teacher, youth 
worker, coach, mentor or employment advisor, or someone in a similar role who knows you well.

You’re on a journey, and in this stage of the journey, you’ll develop some approaches to work ethics in 
some situations you might find yourself in. But first, let’s see where you’re at before you start this stage 
of the journey. It’s time to take a skills check.

You may find this chart helps you to plan and track your progress through your journey:

Aspect Date 
started

Date 
finished Your notes

Initial skills check

Development activities

Action planning

Developmental 
activities

Reflection, evaluation 
and 2nd skills check

Moving on
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BEFORE THE JOURNEY – SKILLS CHECK

Complete the following lists. Don’t think too much, just write down the first things you 
can think of.

Write down 5 things you’re good at:

Write down 5 things you’re not good at:

Write down 5 things you enjoy doing:

Write down 5 things you hate doing:

Which of these workplace behaviours are healthy? Which are unhealthy? Why?
Can you think of an example of when you acted in this way? Why did you do this?
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Now, complete the Skills Check.

Step 1:
Indicate the places on the chart which best represents where your skills are at.
You can shade or colour in the grid, or mark with a X and then draw a line to plot out your skills.
You can do this by yourself if you want to. If you’re not sure how to complete this, ask for help.

Emerging Consolidating Established

N
ever –

I struggle w
ith 

this

H
ardly ever

Som
etim

es

U
sually, 

but not alw
ays

Alw
ays – 

no problem
!

Example: I understand the importance of working hard to 
achieve my goals.

1 2 3 4 5

1 I understand the importance of working hard to achieve 
my goals.

1 2 3 4 5

2 I can be relied upon to be there when the work needs 
to be done.

1 2 3 4 5

3 I am punctual, manage my time well, and am respectful 
of deadlines.

1 2 3 4 5

4 I own up to my mistakes and am happy to ask for help 
and advice when I need it.

1 2 3 4 5

5 I make sure I carry out tasks to a high standard all the 
time, even when I find something difficult or boring.

1 2 3 4 5

6
I treat other people fairly, and am helpful and 
respectful at all times, regardless of other people’s 
status or position.

1 2 3 4 5

7 I maintain a good balance between work, study, leisure 
and home life.

1 2 3 4 5

8 I take pride in my work, and I often ‘go the extra mile’ 
and do more than the minimum.

1 2 3 4 5

9 I know what I need to do to be successful, and I am 
motivated and determined to achieve it.

1 2 3 4 5

10 I am aware of the extent my talents and abilities and 
am realistic about what I can achieve.

1 2 3 4 5

Shade in the box which indicates your overall positive work ethic level.

Overall, my positive work ethic is: Emerging Consolidating Established

Emerging = your skills are starting to develop.

Consolidating = you’re practicing and 
developing your skills, but you’re not quite 
there yet.

Established = your skills are well developed, 
and have become part of how you naturally do 
things.
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Step 2:

Ask someone who knows you well to shade or mark the spaces which best represents where you’re at.
This could be a teacher, youth worker, mentor or employment advisor, or someone in a similar role.
They must not look at your answers!

Peer reflection carried out by: Emerging Consolidating Established

Relationship:

N
ever –

I struggle w
ith 

this

H
ardly ever

Som
etim

es

U
sually, 

but not alw
ays

Alw
ays – 

no problem
!

Example: Understands the importance of working hard to 
achieve their goals.

1 2 3 4 5

1 Understands the importance of working hard to 
achieve their goals.

1 2 3 4 5

2 Can be relied upon to be there when the work needs to 
be done.

1 2 3 4 5

3 Is punctual, manages their time well, and is respectful 
of deadlines.

1 2 3 4 5

4 Owns up to their mistakes and is happy to ask for help 
and advice when they need it.

1 2 3 4 5

5
Makes sure they carry out tasks to a high standard all 
the time, even when they find something difficult or 
boring.

1 2 3 4 5

6
Treats other people fairly, and is helpful and respectful 
at all times, regardless of other people’s status or 
position.

1 2 3 4 5

7 Maintains a good balance between work, study, leisure 
and home life.

1 2 3 4 5

8 Takes pride in their work, and often ‘goes the extra 
mile’ and does more than the minimum.

1 2 3 4 5

9 Knows what they need to do to be successful, and is 
motivated and determined to achieve it.

1 2 3 4 5

10 Is aware of the extent their talents and abilities and is 
realistic about what they can achieve.

1 2 3 4 5

Shade in the box which indicates their overall positive work ethic level.

Overall, their positive work ethic is: Emerging Consolidating Established

Emerging = your skills are starting to develop.

Consolidating = you’re practicing and 
developing your skills, but you’re not quite 
there yet.

Established = your skills are well developed, 
and have become part of how you naturally do 
things.
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Step 3:

Next, plot your answers on the spider web diagrams below.

Q1 - Q10 represents the questions. On each question, if you answered 5, circle the blue cross. If you 
answered 4, circle the purple cross. If you answered 3, circle green; 2 circle red; 1 circle dark blue.

When you have circled all the crosses, right around the web, you should join each cross with a black 
line. The final diagram should look something like a spider’s web and can be lots of different shapes 
depending on your answers.

If you need more help, look in the Instructions and Guidance section for how to do this.

My responses: The other person’s responses:

1

0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

1

0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

Discuss your different grids.

• Are your finished diagrams the same or different?
• Do other people see you the same way you see yourself?

Decide together what your strong and weak areas are, and make sure you both agree.
List your strengths and weaknesses below.

What are your three weakest areas? What are your three strongest areas?

Area 1: Area 1:

Area 2: Area 2:

Area 3: Area 3:

Your strongest areas might be the approaches to work ethic you’re good at, but you can always improve. 
Your weakest areas are definitely areas you should think about improving.

Remember that the levels are personal to you and reflect your habits, knowledge and experience and 
cannot be compared with other people who will have different backgrounds.
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CONTINUING THE JOURNEY – DEVELOPMENT 
ACTIVITIES

You’re already on a journey, because you’re already involved in some kind of activity or project which 
means that your attitude to work will have an impact on both yourself, and others around you.

What motivates you?

Think about a job you have, or would like to have. Rank the following in order of importance:
• 1 = the most important;
• 7 = the least important.

Ranking

Contracts. Is the job permanent or temporary? Part-time or full-
time? Secure or flexible?

Relationships. Do people get on well? Do they support each 
other? Or is there conflict or gossip?

Money. Are you paid enough for the job? Is the wage or salary 
enough to live on? Or are you being paid too little?

Wellbeing. Is the workplace healthy and safe? Or is stress,  or 
dangerous working practices, affecting your health?

Job design. Do you have enough to do? Are you learning new 
things? Or is the workload too much for you?

Voice & representation. Can you raise issues with your managers? 
Or do they ignore employees’ concerns?

Work-life balance. Do you have enough time for other things? Or 
is work taking over your life?

• What do you think is the most important consideration in a job?
• Would you be willing to compromise on this?
• How would this affect your motivation and work ethic?
• Is there such a thing as a ‘perfect job’?
• How important is work, or having a job, to your overall life satisfaction and happiness? 
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Work ethic in context – 10 Actions for a Positive Work Ethic

Your work ethic is not only important in the workplace, but can be seen in how you approach tasks 
in general. Fortunately, like any skill, your work ethic can be developed. Here’s how.

Action 1: Know your motivations. It’s not always possible to do work you enjoy. However, it’s 
important to know what motivates you. Psychologists often think about motivation in terms of 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation comes from you, and is about what you get 
out of the work. In terms of paid employment, ask yourself, is this something you would do even 
if you weren’t getting paid? Extrinsic motivation comes from outside of you. So, if you don’t enjoy 
the job, but you do it because you need the money, your motivation is purely extrinsic. Realistically, 
most jobs will involve a balance of the two. Think about what balance is right for you, and what 
you’re prepared to compromise over.

Action 2: Do it well, consistently. Whatever the task, if you do a good job, you can be proud of 
this, and others will be proud of you, too. However, this needs to be consistent. You should aim 
to do your best all the time, not just in the things you enjoy doing. Tackle the tasks you least enjoy 
first, to a high standard, and reward yourself with the tasks you enjoy doing afterwards. Don’t 
just do the minimum amount you can get away with. Can you grit your teeth and take pride in 
completing the unpleasant tasks, too?

Action 3: Have integrity. If you only tell people what they want to hear, or make promises you 
have no intention of keeping, you’ll be found out, and people will find it hard to trust you. Always 
follow through, and do what you said you would do. Be honest, and if you make a mistake, own up 
to it. Integrity is also about behaving in the same way, regardless of who might be watching you. 
If you have integrity, it will shine through and you’ll gain respect. People will have confidence that 
they can rely on you.

Action 4: Be loyal. In most paid employment, you’ll need to work as part of a team and as part of 
an organisation. If you are loyal to the organisation, hopefully your team and your employer will 
return this to you, too. If you feel taken for granted, or you feel your work has no value, it might be 
better to find a company you can feel loyalty towards, rather than faking loyalty to an organisation 
you have no respect for.

Action 5: Be respectful. Even when the work becomes stressful or pressurised, don’t let this affect 
how you treat others. Try to stay calm under pressure, and listen to other people’s opinions. Avoid 
the temptation to engage in workplace gossip, or, even worse, workplace bullying. Treat others 
as you would want them to treat you. Try to maintain good relationships with your colleagues, 
but remember that work isn’t about socialising or making friends, you’re there to do a job. Try to 
keep your personal and work life separate, and don’t let personal feelings cloud your professional 
judgement of others.

Action 6: Manage your time well. How well you manage your time (and energy) is directly related 
to your overall work ethic. It’s difficult to demonstrate a positive work ethic if you’re always late for 
appointments, miss deadlines, or allow yourself to become distracted. A person with a solid work 
ethic will easily get into the ‘flow’ of an activity, and will ensure that it gets done on time, and to 
a high standard.

Action 7: Develop your inner drive. It’s very easy to recognise people who are driven and 
determined. They care about their work, and they derive meaning and value from this. They 
are tenacious and adaptable, and don’t let setbacks throw them off course. They have a  clear 
understanding of what they want to achieve, and how to achieve it. Most importantly, this inner 
drive and determination can be developed. Decide on your criteria for success, and focus on this 
single-mindedly. Keep on going, and don’t give up until you get there.

Action 8: Follow the rules. Most workplaces have written rules which you should always be aware 
of and follow. In most cases, they’re there to ensure that everything runs smoothly. Blatantly 
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disregarding the rules for no reason could cause resentment to build up from colleagues. Many 
workplaces also have ‘unwritten’ rules and assumptions, and it’s worth asking about the workplace 
culture when you start. If you’re in a  job and there are rules you disagree with or which seem 
unfair, don’t just ignore them, suggest ways they could be changed or improved. Speak to your 
manager, get the support of your colleagues, or get help from a trade union. If you’re not prepared 
to follow the rules, and you can’t change them, then move on and find a job that suits you better.

Action 9: Take initiative. In the workplace, and in life in general, those who do things without 
being asked are considered to have a stronger work ethic than those who sit back and wait for 
other people to tell them what to do. Similarly, having a strong work ethic means that you can take 
the initiative to solve problems yourself, rather than waiting for other people to solve them for 
you. Being able to think creatively and analytically will mean that you can solve problems in ways 
others haven’t thought of. Think about what you can contribute, and freely volunteer this.

Action 10: Know your talents and their limits. Hard work will carry you a very long way, but 
you also need to be aware of what you’re good at. You might want to be a famous singer, and 
work hard at pursuing your dreams, but this counts for nothing if you can’t sing well. Very few 
people get where they want to be without hard work and talent. In many cases, a fair amount of 
luck is involved, too. The reverse is also true – you might see your ideal job, but you might lack the 
relevant experience, and you’ll need to start on the bottom rung of the ladder. You can’t expect 
to land your dream job immediately. However, a strong work ethic will increase your chances of 
getting there in the end.

Read ’10 Actions for a Time-Effective Life’ again and do the exercise below.

Do you think other people see you as having a strong work ethic? Why? Why not?

Which of the 10 Actions are already part of your work ethic?

Which of the 10 Actions would you struggle with? What help might you need?
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ACTION PLANNING

What advice could you give to these people? How could they show a stronger work ethic?

I love this job, but sometimes it gets a bit stressful. Luckily, the 
woman I sit next to is a really good friend, I got her the job. We 

probably take too many coffee breaks, but nobody has noticed yet. 
We love a good gossip, it makes the day go quicker.

I’m only doing this job for the money. It’s not where I want to be in 
five years’ time. There are so many pointless rules in this place, the 
managers even time us when we go to the toilet! I want to challenge 

this but I don’t know how. It really demotivates me.

As long as I turn up and do the work, nobody is bothered about 
whether I do a good job or not. Sometimes I do it well, sometimes 
I don’t. Who cares? Nobody will really notice and I’ll still get paid.

I had something go wrong with my computer. It turns out it was 
really easy to fix. Anyway, I waited all day for IT Support to come 

and have a look. I waited ages for them and they were quite angry 
with me. It’s their job to fix computers, not mine!

I’m actually an actor, I’m only doing this until I can get a proper 
acting job. I try not to speak to people too much. They’re not the 

sort of people I’d be friends with normally. I just do my own thing. 
Anyway, I’ve been here for years, and still no acting job, so…
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Think of a situation when your own work ethic wasn’t very good.
What advice can you give to yourself so you show a more positive work ethic in the future?

How would you change your approach if this situation happened 
again?

Situation:

Think about some key tasks or activities you’re going to take part in.
Write a brief explanation of the task below.

How long will the task take?

Who is involved?

The task is to…

Think about your goal. What do you want to achieve?

I want to achieve…

I know the task will be successful if…

Before you get there, what steps will you need to take?

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4:

Step 5:
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But be careful! You’ll need a pair of strong, sturdy shoes to make sure you don’t slip and 
slide into the river. These ‘shoes’ are your work ethic. Choose 5 of the 10 Actions for 
a Positive Work Ethic you’re going to put on your feet to make sure you’re successful.

Action:

Action:

Action:

Action:

Action:

As you carry out the task, record your experiences in a journey log.

What I did: How this demonstrated a positive work ethic:

Did you fall on the way? How did you get yourself back up? How did this help 
you develop a stronger work ethic?

Did you achieve success in your task? What aspects of your work ethic most 
helped to make you successful?
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REFLECTING AND EVALUATING
How did it go? Here’s your chance to reflect on how you’ve improved your work ethic. Fill 
in each arrow below with your results and thoughts.

What task/activity did 
you complete?

Did you follow your own 
advice on developing 
a positive work ethic? 

How?

Do you now have 
a stronger work ethic? 

How?

What new approaches 
to your work ethic will 
you take with you and 
develop further in the 

future?
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AFTER THE JOURNEY – SKILLS CHECK
You’ve almost completed this stage of your soft skills journey. You’ve used this part of the journey to 
think about your work ethic. Now it’s time to see how much distance you have travelled in your work ethic 
journey.  Indicate in the spaces which best represents your skills now. 

Emerging Consolidating Established

N
ever –

I struggle w
ith 

this

H
ardly ever

Som
etim

es

U
sually, 

but not alw
ays

Alw
ays – 

no problem
!

Example: I understand the importance of working hard to 
achieve my goals

1 2 3 4 5

1 I understand the importance of working hard to achieve 
my goals.

1 2 3 4 5

2 I can be relied upon to be there when the work needs 
to be done.

1 2 3 4 5

3 I am punctual, manage my time well, and am respectful 
of deadlines.

1 2 3 4 5

4 I own up to my mistakes and am happy to ask for help 
and advice when I need it.

1 2 3 4 5

5 I make sure I carry out tasks to a high standard all the 
time, even when I find something difficult or boring.

1 2 3 4 5

6
I treat other people fairly, and am helpful and 
respectful at all times, regardless of other people’s 
status or position.

1 2 3 4 5

7 I maintain a good balance between work, study, leisure 
and home life.

1 2 3 4 5

8 I take pride in my work, and I often ‘go the extra mile’ 
and do more than the minimum.

1 2 3 4 5

9 I know what I need to do to be successful, and I am 
motivated and determined to achieve it.

1 2 3 4 5

10 I am aware of the extent my talents and abilities and 
am realistic about what I can achieve.

1 2 3 4 5

Shade in the box which indicates your overall positive work ethic level.

Overall, my positive work ethic is: Emerging Consolidating Established

Emerging = your skills are starting to develop.

Consolidating = you’re practicing and 
developing your skills, but you’re not quite 
there yet.

Established = your skills are well developed, 
and have become part of how you naturally do 
things.



UMJ TOOLKIT - WORK ETHIC | 18

Again, ask the same person who knows you well to indicate on the chart the spaces which best 
represent where you’re at now. They must not look at your answers!

Peer reflection carried out by: Emerging Consolidating Established

Relationship:

N
ever –

I struggle w
ith 

this

H
ardly ever

Som
etim

es

U
sually, 

but not alw
ays

Alw
ays – 

no problem
!

Example:  Understands the importance of working hard to 
achieve their goals.

1 2 3 4 5

1 Understands the importance of working hard to 
achieve their goals.

1 2 3 4 5

2 Can be relied upon to be there when the work needs to 
be done.

1 2 3 4 5

3 Is punctual, manages their time well, and is respectful 
of deadlines.

1 2 3 4 5

4 Owns up to their mistakes and is happy to ask for help 
and advice when they need it.

1 2 3 4 5

5
Makes sure they carry out tasks to a high standard all 
the time, even when they find something difficult or 
boring.

1 2 3 4 5

6
Treats other people fairly, and is helpful and respectful 
at all times, regardless of other people’s status or 
position.

1 2 3 4 5

7 Maintains a good balance between work, study, leisure 
and home life.

1 2 3 4 5

8 Takes pride in their work, and often ‘goes the extra 
mile’ and does more than the minimum.

1 2 3 4 5

9 Knows what they need to do to be successful, and is 
motivated and determined to achieve it.

1 2 3 4 5

10 Is aware of the extent their talents and abilities and is 
realistic about what they can achieve.

1 2 3 4 5

Shade in the box which indicates their overall positive work ethic level.

Overall, their positive work ethic is: Emerging Consolidating Established

Emerging = your skills are starting to develop.

Consolidating = you’re practicing and 
developing your skills, but you’re not quite 
there yet.

Established = your skills are well developed, 
and have become part of how you naturally do 
things.
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Next, plot your answers on the spider web diagrams below.

If you need more help, look in the Instructions and Guidance section for how to do this.

My responses: The other person’s responses:

1

0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10
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0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

If your spider’s webs look the same, that’s fine. Go to the next stage.
If they’re different, work together to produce a single spider’s web you can both agree on.

Plot out two diagrams – your skills before, and your skills now. 

My skills before: My skills now:

1

0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

1

0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

Are your ‘before’ and ‘after’ diagrams different? How much progress have you made?
If they’re the same, don’t be disheartened. Sometimes we slip backwards, or we need more time to 
develop our skills. This is part of the journey!

Remember that the levels are personal to you and reflect your habits, knowledge and experience and 
cannot be compared with other people who will have different backgrounds.
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MOVING ON

This part of the journey is almost over. It’s time to prepare for the next stage.

1. How are you going to continue developing your work ethic?

I am going to continue developing my work ethic by:

2. You’ve applied for a job or training course, and they want to know what about your overall work 
ethic and approach.

What examples can you now give in your written application?

3. They liked your application, and they want to invite you for an interview.

What further examples of a positive work ethic should you mention in your interview?

You are now ready to move on to your next skill.
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YOUR NOTES
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