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Preface



In this book, I show you how you can step back from your current job worries and think about your career within the arc of your life. I include some statistics and sociological research where it is helpful, and sprinkle in many real examples to bring it all alive.


It’s not all theory; I describe some invaluable tools that you could use right now if you want to, or store away until you, or a friend or relative, could use them. I’m sorry to say that there are no easy answers (well, none worth having), no computer programs or apps to do the work for you – but I think that’s the real fun of life, and with this book in your career toolbox, you’ll be ready. After all, since it could help you work out how to spend at least the next three years, it’s probably worth spending some time on thinking about your career, especially when you’d spend many hours on an essay, project or dissertation that are forgotten after three weeks.


I wrote this book primarily for those of you who are students about to leave the fixed routines of school, university or college; however, I think it will also provide valuable encouragement for those of you changing jobs or thinking you are underemployed and really wouldn’t mind a change. Finally, I believe the information given here can be useful for everyone wanting to help, especially friends and family. While some aspects of job-hunting have not changed, many aspects of finding a job or thinking about a career really are ‘not like it was in my day’.


I meet many students who confide in the Careers Service team about wanting to try a job of which they think their parents won’t immediately approve; I hope that this book might provide some friendly common ground between anxious job seekers and their enthusiastic supporters.





Foreword



Whether you find the career question just overwhelming, or you genuinely want to answer it but can’t think how to, I’d suggest there are ways you can think about it in smaller steps.


How can you decide on a career? Consider these three approaches and see which you’d prefer: first, the Lucky Dip. Open a career directory at random and select the first job you come to – any good? Car manufacturer? Coal miner? Tax accountant? Deep-sea fisherman? Arbitrage trader? While these are great jobs for someone, they are probably not exactly what you are after. You’ll see that the ‘All my friends are applying for...’ more or less falls into this category.


Second approach: the Blinding Light. Here the idea is that you wait for inspiration to strike you – the thing is that success with this approach is really rare, perhaps the last recorded event like this was 2000 years ago on the road to Damascus, or before that with Archimedes’ Eureka moment.


So we have a third approach and, as you might guess, the one to use when the Lucky Dip and Blinding Light approaches have not delivered and you don’t want to wait any longer: a Map.


And, since this might take some time, you’ll appreciate some resilience, creativity and persistence – good skills for a job, as it happens. In fact, sometimes looking for a job is a job itself.


The book is divided into three parts. You can read it from beginning to end (it does make sense that way), but you can also dive into specific sections if, for example, you immediately want some advice on your CV, or you want to work out where you want to be in five years’ time.


In Part One, I’ll discuss the bigger issues that frame the whole area of careers and jobs.


In Part Two of this book, I’ll start to move on to the practicalities.


Finally in Part Three, I’ll discuss how to cope with the hurdles and challenges that you might encounter while you’re travelling along the map.





PART ONE



An aerial view – what’s this all about?


 



THE VIEW OF THE MAP FROM 10,000 FEET



When you’re down on the ground, following the detailed map, along pathways and round obstacles, you may not have a clear view of where you want to be in a day, a year, or even in five years’ time. You may wonder why this map, this direction or this target? You can’t see the targets or all the pathways to get there.


Part One is the helicopter that will raise you up above the map to give you that aerial view so you can answer the big questions and set your overall direction – where, roughly, am I going? What is my aim? How long have I got? How do I start? I’ve got no choice, or I’ve got too many choices. Do I follow what other people have told me to do and where I should go?


This first section won’t help with the day-to-day practicalities of finding and getting a job – that’s for Part Two – but it’s arguably more important as a way to help you lay out your overall map, set the boundaries, and your personal targets. You don’t need to read this section first, but you may well come back to it as you start to follow the first pathways of your career map.


Let’s start: forget the details of how to write a CV for now, and hover up to view the whole map that covers the next one, five, or ten years.



NO ‘RIGHT’ ANSWERS



If you think about it, all through school you are marked on what you do. Even outside the classroom there are scores or marks, whether it’s sport or music, drama or ballet. It’s clear to everyone what ‘good’ looks like – a high score is a good thing. You may, however, be involved in activities that aren’t scored – volunteering at the local community centre, helping others to gain a skill (like reading or maths), washing the dishes.


When you leave school, perhaps going into an apprenticeship, into work or into university, you probably started doing more things that weren’t scored, where it wasn’t clear or agreed what was ‘right’ or ‘good’. In fact, you probably got involved in activities just because you enjoyed them – perhaps like your early childhood.


Careers and jobs are challenging because there are no right answers, though some people think there must be – or they set targets for themselves so that they can then judge their jobs and give themselves a score.


A few months ago, a student came to me asking if the job he had in mind would be ‘right’.


I asked him, ‘What do you mean? What does “right” look like, how would you measure it?’


He thought for a moment and answered, ‘It’s with an organisation that my friends have heard of, well paid, interesting work, and in London.’


‘Well, that’s a clear answer and gives you four measures by which you’ll be able to check each job you apply for,’ I said. ‘But, of course, it begs more questions: what does ‘‘well paid’’ mean? What makes work ‘‘interesting’’? Just because your friends have heard of the organisation, does that mean anything?’


Your proposed job is not something you can score – this job gets 73 per cent or an A* – I know it’s unusual but there is no ‘right’ answer to what is a good job or career. Only you can tell what’s right for you; however, I can tell you what some students at Oxford reported was important to them in a job and you can see if you agree.


We surveyed 850 undergraduate students from all years and all subjects; we asked them to score on a scale from 1 (not important) to 6 (very important) how important were each of ten aspects of a job. The average score for each aspect is shown in the graph below.


What can we tell from this? Intellectual challenge is top – the aspect that will, to coin a phrase, ‘get you out of bed in the morning’ and certainly sustain you. I’m unclear what ‘Work/life balance’ means; when I’ve talked to sixth-formers about this they say, ‘If I’m working on a supermarket checkout, then that’s Work and I’d want a Life separately. But if I’m in an interesting job, then it wouldn’t be so important to have such a separate “Life” part.’
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That seems to make sense: for an interesting job, work and life merge – perhaps not always for the best. With today’s mobile phones and perpetual connection to the office through email and mobile phones, then your challenge is how to switch off from work and get refreshed.


Note the fifth item on the list: ‘A cause I feel good about, or serving the greater good’. If you split the chart and data between men and women, this is the item that women feel much more strongly about than men (men feel stronger about ‘High level of pay’...).


At and near the bottom of the list, with the lowest priorities, are ‘Starting a role where I believe I’d be able to have a family and a career, even if not right now’ and ‘My partner’s plans’. While some organisations and industries are more ‘family friendly’ than others, there is basic legislation that gives minimum maternity and paternity leave for everyone employed. In the end, there is no ‘right’ time to start a family, but somehow those who do have made it work and perhaps made some trade-offs on career priorities.


Occasionally I have met students who ask about particular roles and industries in relation to starting families: ‘But if I become a lawyer/consultant/teacher, when would I be able to have children?’


‘When were you thinking of having children?’ I ask the undergraduate.


‘Oh, not for at least ten years!’


‘Well, a lot can happen in ten years. For example, when we surveyed fifteen thousand alumni, they’d had an average of three different employers in the first ten years after leaving university. So you’ll probably be with a different employer, maybe in a different industry, by the time you start thinking of planning families.’


The chart and rankings of ten features of a job are to start you thinking about what’s important for you. And remember that this chart shows what undergraduates (roughly 18- to 22-year-olds) thought; at different ages, people have different priorities, so by the time you are 30, I’d guess that your priorities could be quite different.



NOT A COMPETITION



The student was sitting across the table from me, in a Thursday morning one-to-one twenty-minute meeting.


‘Could you look at my CV, please? I’m thinking of applying for management consultancy and want to send this off to a few firms this week.’


I scanned his CV; there was very little to suggest that his career path lay in management consultancy. I asked him, ‘So, why are you thinking of consultancy?’


‘All my friends are applying for consultancy; I’m not really sure what it is but it sounds fascinating.’


It can be difficult to remember that getting a job is not a competition with your friends as to who can get the better (whatever that means) job. And peer pressure can be very powerful in making any of us conform or follow a certain path; you’ve chosen your friends because you like them, you respect them, you admire some of their skills or characteristics, they make you feel good and you have an enjoyable time when you are with them – all of which means that you’ll take note of when they’ve chosen to do something. While that can be a great indicator for recommendations about a new club, a recent movie, type of meal or holiday destination, it may not be the most useful indicator for how you’re going to spend most of your waking hours for the next few years.


A further thought: you may think that all your friends are going into a specific type of job, but what does that mean? Are they just thinking about it? Applying? Signed an employment contract? And then there are some people who just want to be taking action and making applications.


‘I’ve fallen behind my classmates,’ said the thirty-year-old alumnus sitting before me.


‘How do you know?’ I asked.


‘They are all earning at least £70K,’ he answered.


‘Is that your measure of success? What about intellectual challenge? Growing a business? Having choices? Making a difference?’ I asked.


‘No – none of those – I just want to get a new job that earns me more money.’


While I was taken aback by his attitude, perhaps I shouldn’t have been. My research into what people want from a job (the summary chart is in the previous section) showed that there are two specific areas where men and women differ in terms of what they want: men seek ‘High level of pay’ much more than women do, and women seek ‘A cause I feel good about, or serving the greater good’ much more than men do. (When I say ‘much more’ I mean very statistically significantly, from a sample size of over 5000 sixth-formers and undergraduates.)


Remember at school when teachers told you that you were competing with yourself, not the others in the exam room? You may not have believed it then, but it really does apply here. Perhaps the moment you hear yourself saying, ‘All my friends are going into...’ is the moment to stop and ask how relevant that is to you. And recognise that you may have to be very strong to swim against the tide. In Part Two, there are some ideas of how you can reach out to other people who can help you think about the unusual course you have chosen, can tell you what the role is like and what it takes to succeed in applying and then in the job itself.


In the meantime, learn to steer your own course and not follow the boat in front – unless you really do want to end up where you think they think they’re going.



YOUR CAREER IS LIKE A SAILING TRIP



I once saw a famous Nobel Prize winner describe how he thought of his career as a sailing trip.


‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘a career is a series of jobs that you have to tack between, to and fro, from one to another, beating against the wind to get where you want; you can’t always go straight for the dock on the other side of the bay.’


I suppose I could extend the metaphor by saying that sometimes you get to run with the wind, when things are going in your favour, and other times the wind changes, the tide turns, a storm comes up, and you must trim your sails and change your plans.


He made a second point that can be really important to anyone just starting, or starting out after a break. ‘You do have to actually put the sails up and leave the harbour; you can’t just stay tied up thinking of all the many places that you could or might sail to.’


The other day we held an ice-breaker session for about sixty women students who were going to take part in our three-day holistic development course – everything from assertiveness to marketing yourself, and in all aspects of your life, not just academic work or career. Talking to the women about why they had chosen to come on the course (instead of going home for the holidays), several told me that they hoped it would provide some direction to their life, particularly because they felt there was ‘so much choice on what to do’.


A graduate’s parent told me at a dinner last month that her child was still not working since she was ‘waiting for the perfect job’. As the Nobel Prize winner said, you do have to raise the sails and start the trip. There is no perfect job but getting started will help you find out what you like and help you get a better job. It is a truism that it is easier to get a job when you are already in a job; the potential, new employer can have some confidence that someone else has already employed you, and that you know about the world of work.


And for those waiting for the ‘perfect’ job, here’s a spoiler alert: there is no such thing. However, this book will help you chart a course, set the sails, leave the harbour and get started, or make the change you want, so that you will get closer to a job that you’ll enjoy, that will inspire you, and that will give you choices and control in life.



OVERWHELMED BY CHOICE



There is such a thing as too much choice, and there is research that shows that when shoppers are presented with overwhelming choice, they choose not to make a decision at all. A well-known experiment in a supermarket by Mark Lepper and Sheena Iyengar appeared to show that when shoppers were offered a tasting array of twenty-four varieties of jam, only 3 per cent then went on to buy some with the money-off coupons they had been given, whereas when the tasting array was reduced to just six varieties, fully 30 per cent of shoppers bought some jam with their coupons. From this, they and others claimed that too much choice reduces actual decision-making.


To be fair, however, Benjamin Scheibehenne, a psychologist at the University of Basel, tried to repeat this experiment in a number of different ways and found no such association between amount of choice and preponderance of decision-making. Despite this, it is probably sensible to reduce choices somehow, especially if the sheer volume of choices is stopping you from moving on.


Barry Schwartz wrote about ‘The Tyranny of Choice’ in which he showed that too much choice can reduce overall happiness. He went on, with colleagues, to create a scale between those who he describes as maximisers and those who are satisficers. Maximisers aim to make the best possible choice, which means they have checked out every possibility and every option, comparing their choices with others’ choices, and collecting and reading all the background research they can find. By contrast, satisficers settle for what they consider is good enough; they set targets and once they have found something that meets those targets they stop looking. One of the reasons that maximisers are less happy with their choices is, Schwartz states, the high opportunity cost of committing to one choice, and thereby excluding all those other possibilities, including of course, the ones yet to be identified.




Wanting to check every possibility


I had spent the morning in a university department meeting students for fifteen-minute one-to-one discussions. My last appointment was a second-year engineer who wanted to apply for consulting. I asked him what work experience he had so far; he told me about his summer work at a major car company – as he did this, his eyes lit up, and he became very animated and excited about telling me all he had done.


‘And, unusually, they’ve offered me a job next summer as well,’ he finished.


I probed a little. ‘So why are you interested in applying for consulting when you’ve had, by your own description, such a wonderful experience and been offered another job next summer, and you know little about consulting?’


He thought for a moment. ‘I want to check that I’m getting the best job; even if I eventually join this car company, I want to know it was the best choice.’





By choosing one particular job over another (I interrupt to observe that we should all be so lucky to get more than one job offer...), or even choosing to explore opportunities in one sector over another, you will, inevitably, be closing some opportunities. Perhaps you’ve noticed in restaurants where there are few choices, or even no choices, it is so much easier and somehow more relaxing to choose, compared with restaurants with a long menu. Maybe that’s partly why eating at a friend’s house is relaxing as there is, usually, no choice of menu.


I digress; if you feel you are faced with the equivalent of a long menu of choices of what career to follow, then you will probably find it easier if you try to reduce the menu by adding some realism or stepping back to check what you are good at already and what you really enjoy doing. In Part Two, I’ll explore how to do that in more detail, but for now recognise that you might be becoming paralysed by too much choice – the candy shop syndrome – and eventually must set off in one direction. How to get started – hoisting the sails on the yacht in the harbour – is next.



GETTING STARTED



We’ve all faced it: the essay to write, the tax return to complete, the personal statement to draft, the project to design, the model to build, the field research to start – all characterised by the terrifying prospect of a real or metaphorical blank sheet of paper that you are expected to fill.


How to start? And why can this be difficult when you’ve done it before, and you know you have to do it – in fact there may be a looming deadline? Partly you may worry that you’ll start wrongly and have to redo something later, or that you don’t know how or where to start, or that something else is distracting you.


If we think about essays, you’ll have learned that being able to edit drafts is really quite liberating – knowing that you can come back in five minutes or five days and rewrite something takes much of the pressure off you writing perfectly formed and beautiful English at the first attempt. Before computers, you might have drafted an essay and then rewritten the whole thing to incorporate your edits – now it can be much easier, as you can edit as you go along. You may also not get into the flow of your story/essay/ project/model/research until you’re a few paragraphs in.


A year after I started as a management consultant, one of the older partners observed that using computers made writing spreadsheets ‘rather easy’; in ‘his day’ they had written spreadsheets by hand on large sheets of paper covered in gridlines. If they had forgotten a column or row, they either cut and glued extra paper in place, or erased whole sections – I think his message was that we should plan first before starting a spreadsheet. I disagree: the technology helps us just get started and learn by attempting the problem. This is clearly not always a good idea (flying a plane, surgery, travelling somewhere specific), but as a way not to be held up from even starting, it’s great.


When I read students’ cover letters, they usually start flowing well by the third paragraph after two rather stilted and generic paragraphs at the start. So perhaps one lesson to avoid prevarication is just to, well, start – knowing that you can come back and fix things later. One implication of this is that if you are just starting, you may not want to start with the most important job opportunity, but almost practise first on one that is not necessarily so important to you. In Part Two, when we come to discuss how to explore the sort of roles and industries that might interest you using Information Interviewing, we show that that method can help you polish your interviewing and research techniques in low pressure environments, before you need them to land you a job.
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