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INTRODUCTION

I was 15 when I first realised I could change my life. I
was banged up in a young offenders' institution on
the edge of London where I was locked in a cell for 23
hours of every day. I'd been dumped by my family and
felt hated by all who knew me. I had no love, no hope,
no comforts, only the prospect of being in prison for a
few more years. I had never felt so low.

You might ask: how does a teenage boy end up in a
prison cell? Well, it was like this. Born in a slummy
part of Notting Hill in London, I was made homeless
at a young age, along with four of my brothers. When
I was seven we were put into a Catholic orphanage
where we stayed for three years before the family was
reunited in Fulham. But the problems did not end
there. I became a very troubled boy – an arsonist, a
truant, a shoplifter, a housebreaker. And all of this
stemmed from those first 10 years when I thought I
must be the worst kind of person for so many bad
things to happen to me.

One day a prison officer came into my cell. 'Any
requests, boy?' he said.

'No, sir,' I replied.

'What about a book?' he asked.

I gave him a look.

'Probably can't read a book, eh, boy?'

I didn't say anything.

He left, but returned later with a book. He threw it
across the cell along with a pencil. 'Put a line under all
the words you don't understand,' he said.

'I can read some, sir,' I replied defensively.

He said, 'Well, you've got some time on your hands to
get better.'

Over the next few weeks the prison officer would look
at the words I had underlined, one chapter at a time.
He would then explain the words, and get me to write
them down. He wasn't a teacher by profession, but a
very kind human being, although he hid his kindness
behind a gruff exterior. After a few weeks he said,
'You're not as daft as you look, are you?'

That prison officer was probably the most important
person I ever met. He didn't patronise me or pretend
things were better than they were. He just gave me
support at a time when it looked as though I was heading
for a life of crime and madness. I still struggle with
reading. I still get blanks. My spelling is better,
although it will never be effortless. But nobody can
stop me from reading and writing, and continuously
educating and informing myself.

Though I continued to make a pig's ear of my life, the
seeds had been sown in that prison cell. I wasn't on the
road to automatic failure. I could learn and I could
change my life. And so can you.

A big part of my job today is giving talks and presentations
about my life to inspire people – anyone from
prisoners to property developers, via probation officers
and government workers. Inspiring is a strange game.
What you have to do is tell people what got you going,
what helped you to change, what made you the person
you are today. People normally expect you to have had
one hell of a struggle, and they want a description of
how you surmounted the most difficult of obstacles. So
I seem to fit the bill, having come from a background
of poverty, crime and homelessness before I became a
helper to those in need.

But when I am sent the publicity material before my
presentations I am always surprised at the words they
use to describe my life, as if I have single-handedly
wrestled a monster to the ground, or am a
giant of hard work, hard living and hard character. It
doesn't reflect the person I really am: someone who
knows how to fight, but quite often loses; someone
who got involved in creating The Big Issue, but was
also accused of being incompetent and lacking in leadership,
and of nearly destroying it.

I know it's kind of necessary to be built up as this
great person who takes no prisoners and doesn't
suffer fools gladly, so that people will want to come
and listen to me. If I were presented as the very
contradictory person that I am, then I might not be
asked to give these talks. But the problem for me is
that I do take prisoners and suffer fools, and sometimes
I don't feel at all dynamic or worthwhile. And I
want you to know this because otherwise the implication
is that success and change for the good can only
be achieved by great people who spend all their time
being great. This is not true. The world is not full of
icons, and you don't have to be a superhero to do
something worthwhile.

So what I want to do in this book is tell the truth about
my meandering road to success, with all the pitfalls and
pit stops, in the hope that it will inspire you to feel that
you too can change your life and make a contribution
to the world. I want to share the experiences of my life,
not so that you can say, 'Poor chap', or 'That's nothing,
I had it twice as hard' – there are enough celebrity sob
stories around. No, it is the lessons I have learned from
my problems that are important. You can look at my
life and realise, like me, that you should not be held
back by your mistakes or limitations, but should
instead turn them on their head and use them as the
first steps on the road to success. More than anything,
I want you to read this book and feel the blood rush to
your head as you think: 'I can do it!'

One of the questions I am often asked is: when did
I convert from being a pain in the rear to a useful
person? And the answer is, gradually. By default, by
mistake, by humiliation, by getting it wrong more
times than right, by climbing out of the sticky stuff
one step at a time, never straight and clean. And then,
because I was not great, I soon realised that the greatness
was in the work I was doing, as I moved from
being part of the problem to becoming part of the
solution. Very few things happen overnight, and, in
my experience, nothing happens without effort and
commitment, which is why this is not the kind of book
that says you can be whatever you want. Or that you
can solve all the problems in your life without even
thinking about them. But it will, I hope, make you
believe that change is possible and within your grasp;
that we all have it within us to make things happen.

I remember giving a lecture at a college in the
Midlands and afterwards being stopped by a woman
who worked in the canteen. She said to me, 'You've
made me think I shouldn't give up on my brother. He's
got terrible problems with drugs. He's always doing
something wrong against himself and us. But maybe
there is something I can do for him. I'll try to get him
some help.'

She walked on with a smile, then looked back and
waved. I knew that whatever I had said she had been
able to apply to her own problems. She had grasped the
fact that I wasn't giving the lecture merely as some
personality; I was there to be useful. Which is what I
want this book to be: useful and relevant to you.

I often wish I had had a map for my life, to show me
the way and point me in the right direction. When I
moved to the city of Lille in northern France to write
my autobiography I didn't take a map with me. I didn't
know the beginning, middle or end of the city, so I got
lost constantly. I would follow the road I thought was
mine and end up in a dead end. Sometimes I would
walk right past my house without realising it. For a few
weeks Lille was unknown territory and hard to understand,
until eventually I found my way around and got
the hang of the place. It felt just like my life; I lost my
way, then found it again. A good life map, if I had
followed it, could have saved me many problems,
heartaches and wasted opportunities. I hope this book
will be a good map for you, and make changing your
life a lot easier.
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chapter one

MAKE A START WITH

3 PER CENT

The amount of times I am asked to explain how I
achieved something as big as The Big Issue makes
me realise that few people know how to cut something
down to size. What they don't understand is that even
the largest and grandest of projects is only made up of
lots of little things. Breaking something big into small
steps is the essence of what I call the 3 per cent rule. It
is, I think, one of the most important pieces of advice
in this book, which is why I'm starting with it, because
it is what got me on the road to success, and it can help
you to success, too. I did not move straight from
poverty to purpose. I have made a long and hazardous
journey of small steps – and the achievement of these
small steps fills me with pride.

HOW THE 3 PER CENT RULE BEGAN

In the summer of 2007 I declared that I would be
running as an independent candidate for the Mayor of
London. I had many meetings, but one of the best
meetings I had was in the posh offices of a large architectural
business. I was the guest speaker at a lunch
with loads of property developers who wanted to ask
me questions about why I thought I should be Mayor
and how I was going to achieve this huge goal. In order
to answer them, I explained my 3 per cent rule by
telling them this story:

When I was a boy I ran away from a young offenders'
institution. I was caught, and when I got sent back my
punishment was to dig over a big field with a spade and
a pitchfork. The size of the area I had to dig was meant
to overwhelm me. I knew they wanted not only to
punish me but to defeat me and to see me fail, but I was
determined not to let that happen. So I spent the first
hour dividing the field into small squares. It made the
task instantly more manageable and also meant I could
measure my progress. Each time I did a square I felt I
had achieved something, and this made it easier to keep
going. By breaking down this enormous job into small
parts, it was no longer daunting. I set myself a goal that
I could live up to. I started with 3 per cent, and each
time I finished a square I added to that 3 per cent. I did
not set myself up to fail and I showed the staff that I
wasn't going to be defeated by their punishment. Even
more importantly, I showed myself.

So I told some of the wealthiest people in London that
this was how I would tackle the task of becoming
Mayor of London: one small step at a time, 3 per cent
followed by another 3 per cent until I reached 100 per
cent. I then went through the 3 per cent steps I needed
to take care of: getting supporters in every constituency
to back my application to be put on the list of candidates;
developing a press strategy; drafting a manifesto;
encouraging people to vote on the day. Nothing was
rocket science. It was just an accumulation of small
things that, when added together, made up this grand
event called the election.

In the end, I withdrew from the race to be Mayor of
London. I realised that I would not be good at making
excuses in the middle of the night for the failure of the
planes, the trains or the drains. I am not an expert
manager and I am no good at making apologies. Yes, I
went for the wrong job, but not because I feared the
vastness of the task. The 3 per cent rule rules OK!

3 PER CENT IN OUR LIVES

When you look around you, it is clear that the 3 per
cent rule is already a part of our lives. For example,
recently I have been looking at my very young children
and marvelling at how much they have to learn.
Anxiously I watch them as they learn to crawl – start,
stop, stumble – all the little actions that go into a good
crawl. And then suddenly they get it, and before you
know it they are crawling with confidence. If you were
ever to read a handbook on what a baby needs to
achieve before she is able to even take her first step,
you would break out in a worrying sweat. You would
be overwhelmed by all the little 3 per cents that need
to happen. But that is what we have all done, learned
to walk and talk, and then gone on to develop even
more skills.

So whatever project you want to tackle, however big or
small, whether it is at work or at home, think in terms
of 3 per cent. Set yourself up to succeed by making sure
you are not trying to do too much, too quickly. It doesn't
matter if you move slowly. As long as you are not
standing completely still you are on your way. You'll see
that there is no mystery to success. Anyone can do it –
you can do it.

ONE STEP AT A TIME

When homeless people come to us at The Big Issue they
are often broken wrecks. They have lost everything.
How do you reconstruct a person who has been abused
by life, and then abused themselves with alcohol, drugs
and a rubbish diet? How do you put them back on the
tracks of life? It would seem to require a giant step to
change these people's lives.

But in fact, it doesn't. We don't ask these people for a
giant step, because asking too much of anyone is just
setting them (and you) up to fail. Instead we ask them
to give us 3 per cent. Firstly, we ask them just to turn
up on a regular basis. Once they've managed that, we
ask them to sell The Big Issue. Then, gradually, we ask
a little more. We ask 5 per cent. We might ask that they
are well mannered, or that they don't drink on duty.
Eventually we hope to increase it to 50 per cent in
return for the 50 per cent we are giving them, so they
give as much as they take. Similarly, we give them only
what they need to stand on their own two feet.

All too often, big plans end in failure because too much
is expected too quickly. This is why using the 3 per cent
rule, reducing a big task into small, manageable steps,
helps people to fulfil their dreams. The 3 per cent rule
is the most natural way of achieving things. So don't
be put off by the immensity of your ambition. Just get
there one step at a time.

APPLYING THE 3 PER CENT RULE

The 3 per cent rule can be applied to anything you
want to do in your life. I used it when I knew that I had
to make some big changes to my lifestyle if I wanted to
have an improving, healthier, more useful life. But I
couldn't just say I was going to reform my life; I had to
break it down into small steps. I knew I would have to
give up the cigarettes, the drinking and the pursuit of
the ultimate party – simple things, but not necessarily
easy to do. So when I gave up smoking, I told myself
that I wasn't going to smoke for a whole day. When I
had done that, I increased the length of time to a week.
In seven days I was there, and then another week and
another week until I hadn't smoked for a whole month.
So whether it's giving up smoking, or drinking or going
on a diet – if you break it down into small steps, you
will find your goal much easier to achieve.

SMALL STEPS, GIANT ACHIEVEMENT

Giant steps are only made by giants. But an accumulation
of small steps can look like a giant achievement in
the end, even if it isn't planned.

A friend of mine created an important audio business,
which wins all sorts of prizes. He employs lots of
young people to run his stores who have often had
limited prospects, but he gives them the chance, and
very few of them let him down.

I asked him how he single-handedly started up his
highly successful business. He tells me it was at school
when he started to buy second-hand audio equipment.
He would get it repaired, and then sell it through a
magazine. He started off making pennies, then pounds.
Out of this he opened his first shop. And out of that
grew the chain that bears his name.

In the shop he remembers the 3 per cent rule all the
time, the little things he has to do to keep the staff
working and feeling empowered.

Remember, enjoy and celebrate your gains no matter
how small. You went walking for 20 minutes? Great.
Don't worry that your best mate went running for an
hour. It is your goal that matters – and your life.

DON'T BE SCARED

Applying the 3 per cent rule to your life helps to take
the fear out of what you want to do. When you reduce
everything to little steps, big things stop being so frightening.
That's what I did when I divided the field in the
young offenders' institution all those years ago: I was
taking the fear and the sense of despair out of the job.
Later in my life, I had to do something similar a few
weeks before the launch of The Big Issue in the US.

The launch was a big event. We had done everything we
could, but the team of writers, designers and distributors
was nervous. We all sat down, and I listened to
them talk about the problems of the launch. Each
problem was presented as being virtually insoluble.

Even though we had put a progress chart on the wall so
that people could see what stages we needed to complete
before we went on to the next, I realised that they were
frightened we had bitten off more than we could chew.
It was crunch time. To stop the fear and convince my
team they could do this launch, I needed to break things
down once more. I had to show that we just needed to
take small steps to achieve our goal, and that we would
only succeed if the team stopped being so afraid.

A few weeks later we had the best launch ever. It was
organised, structured and almost perfect, a big event
with great coverage on TV, radio, newspapers and
magazines.

I have never done anything in this world that required
the knowledge of rocket science. As a child I learned
to walk, then to talk and then to use these two skills
to create others. I did not change my life by giant
steps, from poverty to purpose. I have made a long
and hazardous journey of small steps – and I am
proud of my achievement because I believe the 3 per
cent rule is one of the best ways of helping people to
help themselves.

So next time you want to make something happen in
your life try this: set a goal you can achieve. What I
mean is that you need a goal that doesn't rely on luck,
or chance, or anybody else coming through for you. It
has to be real, and not pie-in-the-sky stuff. That doesn't
mean it has to be small. Just make sure it's within
your grasp.

If you are put off by big projects, or feel that you
would love to achieve something big but don't know
how to get there, or want to make a change in your life
but feel overwhelmed by the task ahead, then try the 3
per cent rule. I truly believe that it is one of the best
ways of helping people to help themselves. Try it. In
fact, you are probably already doing it in your everyday
life. Just make it a conscious thought when you
plan your goal. Think big, but get there small.


	Identify the little things you need to do, and
divide the task up into these small, simple steps.

	Be realistic about your ability to deliver each
step. Don't try to make the steps bigger than
you can manage. You will only be setting
yourself up to fail.

	Be prepared to put in the time, and be patient.
Time as well as effort will be needed to achieve
your goal.

	Enjoy each step that you take, however small,
and congratulate yourself every time you
achieve something. Be joyful about it. Enjoy
the change that you are bringing into your life.
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