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To all aspiring, current and past Expats


And to all


Whom I had the privilege to meet on my Expat journey
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Disclaimers: No liability is assumed for external links and respective websites/contents, including any damage occurring from such. Third-party owners are responsible for their websites; the author of this book has no influence on linked external websites.


In this book the author does not provide legal advice, professional healthcare or similar other professional advice, nor act as an attorney, healthcare or similar professional, and assumes no liability in such or other regard. All examples/instances cited are fictional unless referenced otherwise. All content is provided noncommittally and solely represents general information and/or views, presented only for educational, informational, research and review purposes and/or for purposes of serving the public good, assisting individuals/professionals in or interested in international development in obtaining knowledge and awareness to support them in their career and effectiveness on the ground.




PART 1



________________ CHAPTER 1 ________________


Scope of this book


You’ve always wanted to work at an international organisation such as the United Nations (UN), the European Commission, a European Union (EU) Agency, another intergovernmental organisation or an NGO in international development and/or you want to move ahead in it or another organisation? Congratulations, then this is the right book for you! No matter for what type of position, at what level or in which area.


I will be giving you hands-on, practical advice, based on experience, reflection and review. Less scientific, but real and usable, for immediate application.


This book is for all the diligent, dedicated people, collaborating in collegial spirit to improve peoples' lives in the realization of (sustainable) development goals. It does not address ways of deceiving, colluding, manipulating and other objectionable methods of getting into or moving ahead in a system. This exists in places and there is literature on these ways, but this is not the perspective of this book. The basic premise here is that the respective system is good and functioning and you will both survive and flourish within or outside its boundaries.


The book is divided into two parts: Part 1 is on job application strategies, procedures and securing that new job, and Part 2 is on starting, staying and advancing in that new job. While Part 1 relates in many respects to processes and practice at the UN, the European Commission, EU Agencies, other intergovernmental organisations, donors/International Financial Institutions (IFIs), NGOs and similar major development institutions, Part 2 and its on-the-job recommendations are based on and apply to the broad spectrum of public institutions, both international and national, the not-for-profit sector (NGOs), public-private ventures and ideally also the corporate/private sector.


With that, let’s get started!


***************





________________ CHAPTER 2 ________________


What do you want and where


do you want to go?


In starting out on this project in your life, it is important to be clear in your mind what you are seeking.


What is your preferred area of work? What is your main field, what are the auxiliary field(s)? What are some outlier areas, fanciful and yet not impossible? What are some of these way out areas, areas that you dream of, but near enough that with some experience and/or training, they can become within reach? More broadly, what is your purpose? Dare to think big, be audacious!






	Disaster Management


	Communication


	Conference Services


	Technology


	Trade and Commerce


	Political Affairs


	Law, Human Rights


	Humanitarian Aid


	Human Resources


	Administration





…





Table 1 Preferred work areas


What type of position are you currently working in, and at what level? Are you a support staff, a professional, an expert, an executive?


At which stage of your career do you currently find yourself: novice, mid-career, senior / seasoned staff, post-career?


Do you have preference for any specific Organisation, a Specialized Agency or associated institution in the larger Organisation / Institution? Would you exclude some specific ones or parts (e.g. ones you cannot identify with or which you have previously worked at)? There are e.g. some 100 organisations, funds, specialised agencies and other entities and related organisations just in the UN system 1!


Do you have preference for a particular location(s)? Which location(s) would you exclude right from the start? Are you willing to go to unstable areas of the world, conflict zones?2


What type and level of position are you aspiring to, in the short- and long-term? What are your larger goals, specifically and more broadly? Again, dare and think big! This is about you.


Are you seeking project-type work or a functional position?


Are you seeking a temporary, fixed-term or indefinite engagement? Unfortunately, today indefinite contracts are more rare at many organisations and increasingly becoming extinct. But flexibility also means opportunity!


There are also job openings for rostered positions, i.e. positions that materialize at a later date, to be filled by rostered candidates.


Here’s a checklist for your current situation and preferences:


***************





	Vision 1 ½ –2 years ahead





	





	





	Current position

	Communications Associate





	Level

	G-6





	





	Desired position

	Human Resources Officer





	Level

	P-3





	Area

	Human Resources





	Preferred organisation(s)

	-





	Excluded organisation(s)

	ABC





	Preferred location(s)

	Vienna





	Excluded location(s)

	Hotspot conflict zones







Table 2 Vision looking ahead





1 See the chart and list at http://www.un.org/en/aboutun/structure/pdfs/UN_System_Chart_2015_Rev.4_ENG_11x17colour.pdf and http://www.unsceb.org/directory.


2 Note that some positions may initially appear more dangerous than they are in reality, as conflicts/hazards may be limited to specific areas and times. Since the reverse is also possible, e.g. endemic cardiovascular disease or other prevalent condition in a population, sound research and objective information gathering are in any case advisable.





________________ CHAPTER 3 ________________


Planning


While managing your career is a full-time job and requires your attention 24/7, it makes sense to organise job planning in manageable segments. You need a life too! Make a concentrated effort, with an end date in sight.


In larger organisations it can take some 6 – 12 months to get a new job, sometimes longer (15 - 24 months), rarely shorter. This is counting from the time you decide to get that new job until you have signed the contract and are sitting in your new office. Spontaneous, short-term job opportunities are rare or short-lived, and mostly just wishful thinking.


Having been in a position for a longer time and worked hard, many will expect to be acknowledged and promoted/ rewarded some time. However, there is no guarantee of a career in places such as the UN. Normally, what you see is what you get. You therefore have to be the master of your own destiny and create your own opportunities and then take them as they materialize.


Therefore you need to plan ahead and start early. Make your resolution to get that new job by the middle or end of next year!


Over a period of, let’s say, 1 ½ years, plan to write dozens and dozens of applications, sit maybe some 5 – 15 written tests, be invited to some 3 – 6 interviews and get 1 – 3 job offers. That may sound too much or too little, but it’s what could be realistic. But admittedly this is not universally applicable and definitely not cast in stone - set your own targets, gather experience, validate them and adjust your planning as you see fit. The important part is to buy into and own your career planning.


Good general resources are:




	development aid





https://www.developmentaid.org/#!/jobs/search




	
devex





https://www.devex.com/jobs/search/




	
reliefweb





https://reliefweb.int/jobs


For opportunities at the EU, recommendable are:




	
https://epso.europa.eu/job-opportunities_en



	https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquartershomepage/area/jobs-funds_en


	https://ec.europa.eu/internationalpartnerships/jobs_en


	
https://euagencies.eu/jobs/job-vacancy-list



	https://www.coe-recruitment.com/index.aspx





Entry points for careers in the UN are:




	
https://hr.un.org/ and


	https://careers.un.org/lbw/Home.aspx


	https://unjoblist.org





If it’s difficult to land a job in your dream organisation, seeking an engagement as a consultant, volunteer (e.g. UN Volunteers, https://www.unv.org/) or spending an internship (paid or unpaid), in order to have a foot in the door, may be a good idea. However, this also comes with some risk (moving e.g. from a salaried position to a consultancy engagement) and/or financial loss (unpaid internship). Therefore, it may be better to seek out temporary positions, which are increasingly advertised in an increasingly short-lived labour market. The potential transition to a fixed position can in any case be easier. At the workplace, one is thereby almost a regular employee – some individuals may hold multiple successive temporary contracts over the years, spanning almost a whole career, with mandatory contract breaks (e.g. for a month after a two year period).


***************





________________ CHAPTER 4 ________________


CV, Cover letter and Q&As


CV


A crucial first step in your preparations is writing up / revising your CV (curriculum vitae). This is important, as much of the screening for short listing is done based on the CV, sometimes in automated processes (AI). CV forms vary, for the EU there is e.g. the popular EU Pass CV, https://europa.eu/europass/en. The UN CV and online profiles are based on the traditional UN Personal History Form, in use for many years and still available e.g. at http://www.uneca.org/pages/vacancies. Many institutions have their own type of CV form or variant and make it compulsory to use it, even if it basically has very similar information fields. This is annoying, but unavoidable.


Sometimes vacancies also allow for sending in a CV – this can be on a form of your preference. For a traditional organisation, it will be preferable to keep that form similar to those in that sector. When dealing with an innovative, agile organisation, following a new CV standard format will be recommendable, comprising a) maximum two pages headlining experience, education and training/skills, prepended by b) a page with a picture and bullet points highlighting key qualifications, and appended by c) one or more pages of activities, grouped by subject/theme.


A good CV will take about 3 – 4 days to prepare. Take care and do brainstorming to be sure to include everything relevant. In their preliminary check, Human Resources Departments will search for evidence of experience and oftentimes specific key words mentioned in the vacancy notice, or related words, and as mentioned such screening could also be done in automated processes. Besides identifying, naming and including your core and main qualifications, be sure to include also activities which you have supported, helped with, even and perhaps particularly those on an ad hoc basis. Sometimes those are just the very ones demonstrating the experience needed for your new position! E.g. did you substitute or participate in an important committee, while your colleague(s) were on leave? Did you add to a report from another department? Think about it - it will pay off for advancing and/or a lateral move.


Recruitment e-portals may require entering all information online, essentially generating a CV. Unfortunately, this is frequent and it is annoying to re-enter information again and again. However, even within organisations there is not necessarily conformity and/or transferability of data, reflecting lacking coherence. The process may take a few hours and therefore preparation and planning ahead is critical. Ideally, it will be possible to replicate information from your existent, completed CV forms, bringing the time input down to 1 or 1 ½ hours. Naturally it is best/economical to avoid double work and/or inconsistencies between documents. Having a table at the ready with your exact employment and education dates (from – to), as well as data, information on your various trainings and certificates (title, date(s), place, organiser/institution) will be very helpful too.


To make matters worse, requirements for data fields minimum/maximum size of text entries - can vary too, in particular for entering previous work experience. Such fields can e.g. be from 1000 up to 5000 characters each. The fields may also be divided up into “duties” and “activities”, with separate text limitations for each. My advice would be to pre-prepare with a standard overall length of 1500 characters, with 500 characters for the duties, and 1000 characters for the activities. Formulate the text in a generic way, and aim to structure it into modules which can be compounded, e.g. general module(s) followed by specific (additional/alternative) ones, covering specific activities as relevant and/or if overall more than 1500 characters space is available.


When, on the other hand, encountering a 1000 character overall text limitation for an experience data field, editing/shortening will be required. Hopefully that will not take too long, as shortening text is generally easier than lengthening text. The derived text version can then be stored as an alternative for future applications with that same text limitation. For experience dating back some five years or more, it may in any case be advisable from the start to keep to a 1000 character standard text entry, with about 300 characters for duties and 700 characters for activities.


Qualifications and training may be entered with differing details or categorised in different ways too. This can be a real challenge for applicants and frankly, sometimes quite a nightmare. But, until e.g. “One UN” is realised, EU coherence advances respectively, or a uniform approach is generally taken in the development sector, introducing harmonised recruitment, one will have to live with these circumstances. My recommendation is therefore to just remain calm and patient. With some practice, a new profile can be completed increasingly quickly, sometimes maybe even just under an hour.




Aim for 1500 characters text


for each job description, with


500 characters for duties and


1000 characters for activities








Table 3 Text length recommendation per job entry


Pay attention to highlighting your achievements in concrete, understandable ways, e.g. “about 50 tenders executed”, “about 500 purchase orders approved”, “turnover of 20 mn US$” or “20 workshops held”. Where you are not sure, estimate. While the CV should not be a mathematical or overall vociferous exercise, concrete figures or descriptions will help to substantiate performance and allow you to shine as merited.


Cover letter


The cover letter (motivation letter) is similarly tricky, as requirements can vary. In particular, the maximum length can typically range between 1000 and 5000 characters, and occasionally also be unlimited. My recommendation would be to work with a basic text of some 3500 characters (about one page with 5 – 6 paragraphs), supplemented by, if desired and not already appended to the CV (new type format), an optional annex with activities/examples under specific headings/competencies (e.g. Public Health Sector experience, Systems experience, training). Though if in doubt I would recommend to do without the annex, as it may quickly become information overload and detract from the main text and readability.


If you have worked in several positions, try to group or consolidate this experience by job type or family. What is in the CV does not need to be repeated and/or enumerated.


The text should again be built up modularly, with general wording that can be supplemented by specific modules according to requirements. E.g. the general text could say “With postings at the UN and international NGOs over a period of more than 10 years, I have gained in-depth knowledge and understanding of international development work, both in expert and leadership functions. Complex operations overseen by myself include leading field missions, emergency response and donor coordination.”


A subsequent, specific module could then detail “Emergency, humanitarian response and post-conflict activities have included coordination support for the ABC Project in Sudan following unrests; implementing a temporary shelter programme in Sri Lanka with XYZ after the 2021 floods; supporting civil society engagement with the DEF Institute in Kosovo in 2008 after its declaration of independence.” Or, in a cover letter e.g. on procurement / supply chain, supplementary modules could be on organising stakeholder meetings with supply chain actors, and/or contributing to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) / Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) through procurement actions.


From the 3500 characters, it is possible to both condense the text to e.g. 1000 or 2000 characters, or to expand it via modules to 4000 – 5000 characters. Note in this regard e.g. that the UN standard motivation letter, previously allowing for about 5000 characters, is now limited to 2000 characters3. This appears to be due to introduction of specific Q&As (questionnaires) at the outset of the application.


The cover letter can be structured into:




	General background, qualifications;


	Brief consolidated experience;


	Relevant functional experience and competencies;


	Requirements for the position and how these are met (congruency / matching);


	Voluntary activities / relevant training;


	
Overall reason and motivation for applying;


	Optional annex with details / data.





Overleaf is a sample structure of a cover letter of about 1800 characters length


Of course the cover letter should ideally be fully tailored to the position, matching experience, qualifications etc. and outlining understanding of the position and how you would be able to add value to it and contribute to the organisation’s objectives. However, unfortunately positions may sometimes be pre-orientated to an incumbent or other associated person, so that a fair and objective process may not be guaranteed 4. It is at times impossible to know what the real chances for a position are. And the complaint route will be arduous, as proof of any irregularity is normally hard to come by, besides risking being perceived as a grouser before you have even ever set foot in the new organisation.
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