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Taking the initiative: Go for it 

 

 Initiate processes that create value  

 Take up challenges 

 Act and work independently to achieve goals, stick to intentions and carry 

out planned tasks 

 

"Initiative is doing the right thing without being told." 

– Victor Hugo, French writer  

 

Foundation Level 

Learners are willing to have a go at solving problems that affect their communities.  

Intermediate Level 

 Learners can initiate value-creating activities.  

Advanced Level 

Learners can look for opportunities to take the initiative to add or create value. 
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Taking the initiative – what is it all about? 

Initiative is the ability to be resourceful, problem solve and work without always being told 

what to do. It requires resilience and determination. People who show initiative demonstrate 

they can think for themselves and take action when necessary. It means using your head, and 

having the drive to achieve. When you do extra school work without being told, or get your 

friends to help tidy the school minibus without being asked, you are showing initiative.  

Employers often say they want staff who can respond to and deal well with problems. 

Highlighting to an employer that you can think for yourself or “show initiative” will be useful 

in many job applications and interviews. It’s a great life skill, too. Taking the initiative is what 

makes you phone a friend to clear the air after an argument, or decide you are going to take 

up volunteering, or do further education. 

When you use your initiative you do things without being asked, solve problems that others 

may not have noticed, and go out of your way to continue learning and growing. You do extra 

research, ask questions, and seek help if you need to. It also means doing things for others. 

Going out of your way to help people shows that you’re willing to go above and beyond, which 

will impress employers. 

A really simple example of using initiative in the workplace is ensuring that you clear up if you 

spill something. Mopping up a spill might prevent a colleague really hurting themselves, yet 

nobody will tell you to do it.  
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A certain farmer …     

(Adapted from https://thriveglobal.com/stories/one-behavior-%20separates-the-

successful-from-the-average-3/) 

A certain farmer had become old, he was ready to retire and wanted to turn his farm over to 

one of his sons. The older son felt he was entitled to inherit the business because of his 

superior birth order. However, the father was not convinced he would be the best manager 

of the farm and decided to give both sons a task to see how they would handle it. 

 

He sent the older son to talk to a farmer about purchasing some cows. The son came back 

and stated, “Mr. Cibi said you could purchase six cows.” The father graciously thanked the 

older son.  

 

He then sent the younger son to inquire about the cows. The younger son returned with the 

following information, “Mr. Smith has six cows for sale at the cost of 2,000 Euros. If you are 

thinking about buying more than six cows, he said he would be willing to reduce the price  by 

100 Euros. He also said they are getting special cows next week, and if we aren’t in a hurry, it 

may be good to wait. However, if we need the cows urgently, he could deliver them 

tomorrow.” 

 

The father graciously thanked the younger son for his work. He then turned to the older son 

and said, “That’s why your younger brother is getting the farm.” 

 

This story clearly illustrates the concept of taking initiative. Taking initiative means asking 

questions, making recommendations, offering help and going above and beyond. That’s what 

separates successful people from average people. When you take initiative, you are doing 

more than the job requires. You are always trying to figure out how you can make something 

better. 
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Case study 1: Rivera Group 
 

What should you be doing that no one else has thought to do? This is a question we ask 

ourselves every day at Rivera Group. 

When you recognize what needs to be done and take charge to make it happen, that’s what 

we call initiative. As one of our CORE4 values, we take the initiative to build revolutionary 

products and solutions and create better ways to get things done for our customers. 

Doing Things No One Else Has 

Risk is something we encounter every day, but when it comes to cyber threats of highly 

sensitive information, risk shouldn’t be handled lightly. 

Prior to the development of EAGLE6, businesses struggled to maintain a secure and stable IT 

infrastructure. The available technology only alerted IT support after an attack had already 

occurred, which left companies to deal with the downtime and aftermath of the attack. 

 

However, this problem didn’t go unnoticed. Dr. Joey Rivera, CEO of Rivera Group, realized this 

vulnerability and decided to do something about it. 

 

After years of hard work, Joey and his team of software developers created a program that 

allows businesses to stay ahead of any unwanted states within their IT systems. Among the 

many features of EAGLE6, its cybersecurity tool alerts administrators of vulnerabilities before 

a cyber-attack even happens. 

 

Because of Joey’s initiative to fix a highly threating problem, this one of a kind product 

protects businesses from the loss of sensitive information and the high cost of remediation. 

Initiative can be found in all of our teams at Rivera Group. It is what drives us to find the best 

ways to do what needs to be done. 

Our National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA) team takes the initiative every day to 

ensure that our client receives the best technical engineering leadership in cybersecurity, 

sensor integration and Enterprise Configuration Management (ECM). 

Then, our Rivera Group team took the initiative and developed a system that made processes 

much quicker and easier creating a set of sophisticated queries, which allows the Source 

Cyber team to search through millions of documents almost instantly. Creating new processes 

and better ways to get things done is just one example of how our teams take initiative. We 

believe that you shouldn’t wait for success, instead, you should create your own. 

 

https://www.riveragroup.com/2018/12/how-to-take-the-initiative-that-drives-success/ 
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Case Study 2: Chipotle and Intermarché 

 

The Inglorious Fruit and Vegetable  

 

Food waste statistics are nothing but shocking. 

According to the data from Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations: 

 Approximately one-third of food produced in the world gets lost or wasted every year. 

 Food losses and waste amount to roughly $680 billion in industrialized countries and 

$310 billion in developing countries. 

 Fruits and vegetables have the highest wastage rates. 

Luckily, some food companies have begun taking action to tackle that problem. 

Take Chipotle’s and Intermarché’s ingenious “The Inglorious Fruit and Vegetable” campaign, 

aimed at reducing waste of less-than-perfect-looking food. 

 

                                                               

 

 

 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/98441820 

 

How? By selling the “inglorious” produce at a 30% discount, and heavily publicizing the initiative. 

They even ran an ugly fruit and vegetable contest on their Instagram page. 

And the results? According to the information published by Intermarche: 

‘This initiative is a complete success because it’s a win–win–win campaign: consumers get 

the same quality products for cheaper, the growers get money for products that are 

usually thrown away and Intermarché increases its business by selling a brand new line of 

products’. 

 

https://www.prezly.com/academy/relationships/corporate-social-responsibility/10-examples-
of-exemplary-csr-initiatives 

http://www.fao.org/save-food/resources/keyfindings/en/
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2014/07/18/inglorious-fruits-and-veg_n_5598994.html
https://vimeo.com/98441820
https://www.instagram.com/p/yCpPd0tXje/?utm_source=ig_web_button_share_sheet
http://itm.marcelww.com/inglorious/
https://www.prezly.com/academy/relationships/corporate-social-responsibility/10-examples-of-exemplary-csr-initiatives
https://www.prezly.com/academy/relationships/corporate-social-responsibility/10-examples-of-exemplary-csr-initiatives
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Developing your own initiative 

Which of these have you done without being told or asked to by someone else? 

Extra study 

Helped in your home/garden 

Extra sport/music/drama practice 

Repaired something 

Cooked your family a meal 

Volunteer/community work 

Raised money for charity 

Created or designed something 

Started your own business 

If you have only done one or two of these before, think about how you can develop this further.  

How can you be more pro-active and create more value for you and for others? 

If you regularly use your initiative, think about how you can develop this further. 

What problems are there in your school/community that you could try and find solutions to? 
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Top tips on how to take the initiative 

1. Always go beyond expectations in the assignment, task, or job without being asked. 

2. Demonstrate a sincere and positive attitude towards getting things done. 

3. Dig beneath the obvious to find out the full facts, even when not asked to do so. 

4. Create opportunities or minimise potential problems by anticipating and preparing for 

these in advance. 

5. Seek out and/or accept additional responsibilities in the context of the task. 

Things to watch out for 

1. Managing yourself. Constantly taking the initiative uses a lot of time and energy, so 

it is important to recognize that some problems are not yours to solve! Taking on too  

many initiatives could lead to burnout. It’s ok to give yourself a break! 

2. Considering others. Most of the time, the changes you make to your work methods 

will help your team. However, make sure you consider how your proactivity might 

impact others. You don’t want to create lots more work for them too (unless they 

are also like you!) 

3. Aligning with organisational goals. If an idea doesn’t align with the larger mission of 

your organisation, it is likely to be a waste of time and resources. Your line manager 

will not be impressed! 

Twelve ways you can start taking the initiative  

1. Ask lots of questions 

2. Make a list and get it done 

3. Recognize your mistakes 

4. Own those mistakes 

5. Let your voice be heard 

6. Set Goals 

7. Actively participate 

8. Embrace new opportunities 

9. Stick to your values 

10. Inform yourself 

11. Ask an expert 

12. Make a plan 
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Initiative in today's workplace 

(Adapted from https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/initiative.htm) 

Initiative has become increasingly important in today's workplace. You show initiative when 

you act without being told what to do, persist in the face of inertia and difficulty, and see 

your idea through to a successful conclusion. 

There are six steps you can take to develop your own initiative. 

1. Develop a career plan. 

2. Build self-confidence. 

3. Spot opportunities and potential improvements. 

4. Sense-check your ideas. 

5. Develop persistence. 

6. Find balance 

 

1. Develop a Career Plan 

Research has shown that people who have a long-term career plan are more likely to take 

initiative. Professionals who know what they want and where they want to go are far more 

likely to show initiative at work, especially when the action or decision will help them 

further their career goals. The most successful people are those that constantly knock on 

the door of their line manager asking for more responsibility. 

 

2. Build Self-Confidence 

It can take courage and a strong sense of self to show initiative, especially if you fear that 

people may disagree with your actions or suggestions. First, try to find out  How Self-

Confident Are You?   Then, if you need to, take steps to build your self-confidence.  

For instance, set small goals so you can achieve some quick wins. And push yourself to do 

(positive) things that you'd otherwise be scared to do – this will not only help you build your 

self-confidence, but it will help you build the courage to accomplish bigger, scarier tasks 

later on. 

Tip: Some people have a real fear of speaking up, or of taking any action that's not yet 

authorized by the leadership team, because they're afraid of failure or rejection. If this 

sounds like you, see articles on overcoming fear of failure  to learn how to manage your 

fears. 

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTCS_84.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTCS_84.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/selfconf.html
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/when-to-speak-up.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/fear-of-failure.htm
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3. Spot Opportunities and Potential Improvements 

People who show initiative often do so by spotting and acting on opportunities that their 

colleagues or leaders have not noticed. They're curious about their organization and how it 

works, and they keep their minds open to new ideas and new possibilities. 

You should always be on the lookout for areas in your organization that could use 

improvement. To spot opportunities and potential improvements, consider the following 

from the problem-finding stage of the Simplex Process : 

-  What would our customers (internal and external) want us to improve? What could they 

be doing better if we could help them? How can we improve quality? 

- Who else could we help by using our core competences ? 

- What small problems do we have that could grow into bigger ones? 

- What slows our work or makes it more difficult? What do we often fail to achieve? Where 

do we have bottlenecks ? What is frustrating and irritating to people on our team? 

 Tip: For more on implementing  your ideas, see articles on the Simplex Process  and 

on turning your idea into reality . 

 

 

4. Sense-Check Your Ideas 

Imagine that you've come up with a creative way of breaking through a bottleneck in your 

customer service process. Before you head straight to your boss with your idea, stop and do 

some homework. Think about the costs and risks associated with the idea. 

Where the cost of the project and the consequences of something going wrong are small, 

consider going ahead with your idea directly, while keeping your boss "in the loop" (how far 

you should do this depends on your relationship with your boss). Where risks or costs are 

more significant, consider preparing a business case , and ask for authorization before you 

go ahead. 

You've already shown initiative by coming up with a solution. Make sure that you follow this 

through by doing your homework on the idea. The more you have researched and 

considered your ideas, the higher your chances of success will be. Bosses always prefer 

solutions not problems! 

 

 

 

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCT_10.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_94.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_76.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCT_10.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCT_87.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_62.htm
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5. Develop Rational Persistence 

Persistence is the art of moving forward even when you encounter inertia or difficulty. 

People who show initiative often encounter difficulties and setbacks along the way, 

so resilience  and rational persistence (where you listen to, consider, and appropriately 

modify your direction depending on other people's input) are essential if you want to 

achieve what you've set out to do. 

When you're persisting with your idea, you'll find things much easier if you learn how 

to manage change  effectively – this can often make the difference between success and 

failure for a project. It's also helpful to learn how to open closed minds , since people may 

already have an opinion on a subject before you even start presenting your idea. 

 

 

 

6. Find Balance 

While it's important to take initiative, it's just as important to be wise in the way that you 

use it. In some situations, it can be inappropriate to take initiative, and people who generate 

too much extra work for other people can upset others. 

For instance, you might have worked with a colleague who was "gung-ho" about every idea. 

He was constantly pushing the team, and your boss, to lead the next project or to 

implement a new idea. However, some of his ideas were naïve, his persistence in taking the 

initiative often crossed the line into aggressiveness, and perhaps the team felt that he 

"rocked the boat" too much at a time when other team members were overloaded. 

This is why it's so important to learn good decision-making techniques. The more you 

enhance these skills, the better you'll be at judging when an idea is good, and it isn't. This 

way, you can develop a reputation both for initiative and for good judgment – an invaluable 

combination! 

You'll also want to develop your emotional intelligence  skills. It's helpful to know how to 

read the emotions of others. This sensitivity can help you further decide when to take 

initiative, and when it's best to let things be. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/resilience.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_87.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCS_97.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/main/newMN_TED.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCDV_59.htm
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Potential Interview Questions linked to this competency: 

 

o Tell me about a time that you undertook a course of study, on your 
own initiative, in order to improve yourself? 

o Tell me about initiatives you have taken to improve procedures at 
work or school? Were you successful? Would you do anything 
different now? 

o Tell me about a time you succeeded in overcoming a major 
obstacle. How did it make you feel? 

o Tell me about a time when you found a better way of doing 
something, which proved to be an improvement on the existing 
system. 

o Is there ever a time when it would not be appropriate to take the 
initiative? 
 

 

 

How can I prove competence in ‘Taking the initiative’? 

Demonstrate initiative at work in any of the following: 

 

 Overseas experience e.g. World Challenge/cultural exchange/volunteer programme  

• Volunteer work  

• Mentoring younger students 

• Charity work/fundraising  

• Doing a first aid course 

• Planning your future: choosing universities/apprenticeships/management schemes 

• Enterprise/Business competition requiring entrepreneurship or share investments 

• Taking part in sports teams/competitions 

• Planning a big event/event management 

• Studying Business and Management/Economics at A-Level 

• Going to an interview/assessment centre/selection day/sports trial/audition 

• Duke of Edinburgh Expedition 

• CCF camp 

• NCS Course 

• Project management 

• Problem solving 

• YE competition 

• Prince’s Trust course 

 P/T job/work experience 

 Learning a new skill 
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Key Reflections on Taking the Initiative 

 

When have I taken the initiative in my life so far? 

When have I helped out in my community? 

How will I take the initiative in the future? 

What problems would I like to help solve?  

How can I help to create value for society? 
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Want to find out more? 

Ideas for further research 

Books 

• Singh - Davidson, J.  How to Become a Self-Starter (Mendon Cottage Books) 2015 

• Spodek, J.  Initiative: A Proven Method to Bring Your Passions to Life (Greenwich Lane Books) 

2019 

• HBR.  Guide to Managing Strategic Initiatives (Harvard Business Review Press) 2020 

Online Articles 

• Hardy, B. One Behavior Separates The Successful From The Average, 2017 

• https://thriveglobal.com/stories/one-behavior-separates-the-successful-from-the-average-

3/ 

• Rawlings, L.  What Is Initiative And Why Is It Important?, 2016 

https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/yp-article/what-is-initiative-and-why-is-it-

important/ 

• Beriker, L.  How to Be Proactive and Take Initiative, 2020                                           

https://www2.deloitte.com/ca/en/pages/careers/articles/how-to-be-proactive-and-take-

initiative.html 

• Thomas, G.  3 Tips On How To Take Initiative In Your Life, 2018   

• https://everydaypower.com/how-to-take-initiative-in-your-life/   

• Dix, W.  Teens Should Take The Initiative As They Eye Summer Opportunities, 2018  

https://www.forbes.com/sites/willarddix/2018/05/08/teens-should-take-the-initiative-as-

they-eye-summer-opportunities/#6ba0f2e67905  

Video clips 

• What does Initiative really mean?  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8N34FeLvpJs 

• What is Initiative https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cn30VRmXkn0 

• Taking initiative: container houses,  Christal Angel , TEDxYouth 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3zI779idcw 

• 2 questions to uncover your passion — and turn it into a career, Noeline Kirabo , TEDWomen 

2019https://www.ted.com/talks/noeline_kirabo_2_questions_to_uncover_your_passion_an

d_turn_it_into_a_career#t-650345  

• Workplace Skills: Independence & Initiative (Bunn-O-Matic) 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=71&v=mmWgd3bU4TE&feature=emb_log

o  

• From Intention to Initiative   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fIdXEJOegxY 

• Entrepreneurship is about taking the initiative, EU Science Hub and Joint Research Centre 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHs3BriNBAY 

 

Websites 

 

• https://www.schooleducationgateway.eu/ 

 

• https://www.mindtools.com/ 

https://thriveglobal.com/stories/one-behavior-separates-the-successful-from-the-average-3/
https://thriveglobal.com/stories/one-behavior-separates-the-successful-from-the-average-3/
https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/yp-article/what-is-initiative-and-why-is-it-important/
https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/yp-article/what-is-initiative-and-why-is-it-important/
https://www2.deloitte.com/ca/en/pages/careers/articles/how-to-be-proactive-and-take-initiative.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/ca/en/pages/careers/articles/how-to-be-proactive-and-take-initiative.html
https://everydaypower.com/how-to-take-initiative-in-your-life/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/willarddix/2018/05/08/teens-should-take-the-initiative-as-they-eye-summer-opportunities/#6ba0f2e67905
https://www.forbes.com/sites/willarddix/2018/05/08/teens-should-take-the-initiative-as-they-eye-summer-opportunities/#6ba0f2e67905
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8N34FeLvpJs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cn30VRmXkn0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3zI779idcw
https://www.ted.com/talks/noeline_kirabo_2_questions_to_uncover_your_passion_and_turn_it_into_a_career#t-650345
https://www.ted.com/talks/noeline_kirabo_2_questions_to_uncover_your_passion_and_turn_it_into_a_career#t-650345
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=71&v=mmWgd3bU4TE&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=71&v=mmWgd3bU4TE&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fIdXEJOegxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHs3BriNBAY
https://www.schooleducationgateway.eu/
https://www.mindtools.com/
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Quiz 

Now do this Quiz:  

Initiative is 

doing the right thing without being told 

doing the right thing with some help 

always doing the right thing  

doing the right thing at the right moment 

 

Taking on too many initiatives can lead to  

burnout 

promotion 

firing 

nothing 

 

Creating new processes and better ways to get things done is just one example of  

taking initiative 

vision 

ethical and sustainable thinking 

coping with ambiguity, uncertainty and risk 

 
A top tip on how to take the initiative is to dig beneath the obvious to get at the facts… 

even when not asked to do so 

just when it is asked 

when it is asked by collegues 

when it is asked by your  boss 

 

 

Research  has shown that people who are more likely to take initiative have  

a long-term career plan 

a short-term career plan 

a medium-term career plan 

have not a career plan 

 

 

Showing  initiative can take a strong sense of  

self 

humour 

superiority 

inferiority 
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People who show initiative often do so by spotting and acting on opportunities that their colleagues 

or leaders  

have not noticed 

have already  noticed 

have not noticed 

have not noticed 

 

Being proactive takes considerable  

time and energy 

time  

energy 

money 

 

We need to take initiative to seek out and create that success for  

ourselves 

the company 

the boss 

the society 

 
People who are high in initiative are  

better able to find employment 

not better able to find employment 

not interested to find employment 

apathetic 

 

 

 


