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Career Change


In A Week


Patricia Scudamore & Hilton Catt




Patricia Scudamore and Hilton Catt have many years’ experience of working in recruitment, enabling them to bring the perspective of both employer and candidate. They have written over 25 books based on their experience of what it takes to make careers work in today’s rapidly changing and uncertain world. They were among the first to embrace the idea of people taking on the job of managing their own careers as opposed to leaving it to employers to do the thinking for them. They have seen for themselves the richness and diversity modern careers can offer and one of the central themes in their work is exploiting this richness and diversity to the full. They have written a number of other books in the Teach Yourself series. You can visit their website at scudamorecatt.com and their blog site at patriciascudamorehiltoncatt.com




Introduction


Writing on the subject of career changes ten years ago, we observed that the days of spending all our working lives in one career might already be over. Nothing since then has caused us to revise this opinion. Done properly, however, a change of career can be a rewarding and exhilarating experience and one you should never shrink from, particularly if the alternative is underachieving, stagnating in a dead-end job or doing work you no longer find interesting. This book teaches you all you need to know about crossing the bridge from one career to another.


The world in which we have to work and make a living has, if anything, become even more difficult than it was a decade ago. Most of us will therefore probably have to face the prospect of moving into a completely new field of work at some stage. Our jobs may come to an end as a result of changing work patterns or technological change; we may want more – or less – from our jobs than we are getting, or we may just decide that the career that beckoned at the start of our working life has become less appealing ten or more years on.


A recurring question for many people in organizations is how long they have before the next headcount slash comes round. Whatever the driving force happens to be – a recession, spending cuts, the need to make a bigger return for shareholders – the end result is redundancy. Being made redundant a few times may be all part of life’s rich pattern but, when it keeps happening, people can arrive at the stage where they feel they’ve had enough. They ask themselves what’s there for them in the long term. Will it be more of the same? Their thoughts turn to what else they could do, what new career they could move into, what’s out there that could get them out of the never-ending cycle of uncertainty they seem to be in.


Technological advances and new ways of doing things have wiped some careers off the map altogether, so the people in them have no choice other than to find something else. We also have greater expectations of our jobs. We set our sights higher and place a greater value on the quality of our lives. We all want something better, something more fulfilling, something we find more enjoyable – or simply something that pays us more. Since we are now living and working longer (a trend set to continue), what we’re doing now may not be what we want to do as we get older. On the supply side, there’s a lot more opportunity out there, not just in the range and diversity of careers available but also the easier access to them, courtesy of greater flexibility in the job market and better learning opportunities.


This book is broken down into seven short lessons, one for each day of the week. It starts by putting your ideas to the test to see whether they are viable or not. Then, if they are, it goes on to show you what you need to do to move your plan from an outline in your head to a reality. Sometimes the challenges you’ll face will be tough ones, but throughout the book you’ll find practical advice and tips to help you when you get stuck and need to find a way forward.
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There are two different types of career change and it’s important at the outset to know which category you fit into. Then you will need to identify the skills, qualifications and know-how you can take with you into your new career (your ‘transferable talents’). Today you’ll learn how these transferable talents will help you when it comes to realizing your ambitions.


While changing your career might be the right step to take, it’s important to examine your commitment before you start, so that lack of it doesn’t become the reason for giving up. Today we’ll address the following questions:


•  Is there a demand for people in the career you’ve set your heart on? Are there going to be jobs at the end of it?


•  Can you do the job? Will employers view you as someone suitable?


•  Are you engaging with reality? Does the new career offer what you think it will offer? Are there snags you may not have considered?


•  Do you have the staying power to see it through?





See where you’re coming from


In most cases, people change careers for one of two reasons. You may be forced to change career through no choice of your own, or you may be freely choosing to change direction because you have a vision of something better.


The first reason for changing career may arise as the result of a situation not of your choosing. You may experience the onset of a disabling medical condition or lose your driving licence, or you may find that you are in a role where technology has moved forward or markets have changed so that there is no longer a call for your line of work.


Key points to pick out with forced career changes are these:


•  The compulsion to alter direction is driven by external events.


•  Your job is under threat (or will be shortly).


•  You have no fixed ideas about what you want to do next.


The second reason for changing career is a visionary one, and one that you are freely choosing to make. You see something better at the end of it, such as greater job satisfaction, less stress or the ability to earn more money.


Important points to pick out here are these:


•  The career change is driven by a dream (the vision).


•  The job you’re doing currently is probably safe.


•  Your ideas about what you want to do next tend to be fixed.
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Identifying your transferable talents


You will already have a bank of skills and experience, some of which will be useful to you in your new career. Beside the obvious, core skills of your current job, you will usually find that you possess more in the way of transferable talents than you first think. It’s important to identify all your talents because they will be the facilitators when it comes to making your change of career.






	Case study: Ayesha





	
Ayesha is a secretary/PA who wants to become an IT teacher. She sees teaching as a more rewarding career than running round her boss all day and covering for his mistakes. She would also get more holiday and more time to spend with her family.


Because of her job, which includes working with many of the leading brands of software, Ayesha already has an excellent range of IT skills. What’s more, these skills lend themselves directly to the new career she has chosen. She also sees that she has other attributes that mark her out as someone suitable to teach IT. She is good at organizing herself, thinking on her feet and working to deadlines. Like most PAs, she knows what she can and can’t say without stepping over sensitive boundaries.








Does the plan hold together?


The first thing to assess is whether your ideas are viable or not. Will the new career you’ve set your sights on deliver what you think it is going to deliver or will it turn out to be a costly disappointment? Here are some questions to ask yourself.


  1  Will there be a job at the end of it?


Are there jobs waiting out there or are the opportunities scarce? You also need to consider the fact that, as a novice, it will be harder for you to find openings. The jobs we’re talking about therefore need to be in plentiful supply.
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Warning


Too many people embark on plans to change their careers without giving proper consideration to the job market. They press on regardless, and then find out – when they have gone through all the hard bits – that they can’t get a job. Usually, they end up going back to their old career. In short, they achieve nothing, except for chalking up a lot of negative experiences.
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  2  Is there evidence of market demand?


You can’t beat the market and, in this respect, the job market is the same as any other. Before you set off on your plan to change careers, you need to look for hard evidence that someone out there is going to want you at the end of it. Where do you look for this evidence, bearing in mind that the sector of the job market you want to find out about could be completely new to you?


•  A quick and relatively easy place to start is by scanning the job ads in newspapers and periodicals and on websites.


•  Talk to a few recruitment consultants (employment agencies), especially those who specialize in the sector of the market on which you have set your sights.


•  Talk to anyone else you know who may have some first-hand knowledge of job market conditions in the line of work that interests you.


•  See at the same time whether you can find out more from these sources about what employers want and what you could expect to earn (a) as a beginner and (b) when you’ve got more experience.


  3  Do I fit the specification?


Ditching the job in an insurance office that has become boring and going off to play professional football sounds like a brilliant idea. Not only is there all the money professional footballers can make but also there’s the adulation of the fans when you score the winning goal and the glitzy lifestyle that goes with being a celebrity. But what if you’re not physically built for contact sports? What if you’re no good when it comes to kicking a ball?


Fortunately for most of us, we have a built-in mechanism for picking up when we don’t have what it takes to do certain jobs. We don’t have the right skills, we haven’t got the right background or our qualifications are completely wrong. A voice inside tells us that it’s not just a case of going off on a course to make up for our shortcomings. We’re just not suitable, and that’s that.


Sometimes, however, these mismatches are less obvious. One of the big problems here is that the assessment of our suitability is one we’re making ourselves. So one of the further purposes of studying job ads and talking to people in the know is to see if we meet the specification.
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  4  Am I dealing with reality?


This is a major issue for anyone considering a change of career. What do you really know about the line of work you’ve set your sights on and is the information you’re relying on accurate? It’s important to engage with reality. In particular, don’t rely on uninformed and/or prejudiced views. All careers have plus and minus points, so make sure that you’re looking at both.


[image: image]


Take any suggestion that a certain career could land you a soft number with a huge pinch of salt! Soft numbers aren’t in great supply any more – or, at least, that’s our experience.
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	A career in sales: the myth and the reality





	
Sales to some people means getting dressed up in your best clothes and going out to see customers. Even better, you get to drive round in a company car and you don’t have the boss breathing down your neck all day. What’s more, you see the world on your travels and it costs you nothing because you can claim it all back on expenses.


Now anyone who has worked in sales will tell you straight away that this is not the way it is. They will tell you what life is really like when you have to work to a call plan and how it’s usually you who gets it in the neck when the promises haven’t been met or the services haven’t been delivered. They will tell you, too, how long they have to spend every night sitting in front of the computer just to keep their reporting up to date and about the way this intrudes into their home life.








Checking out the reality


How do you find out what it’s like – really like – to work in the career you would like to get into? The obvious way is to talk to people who have spent time in the career (the nearer the sharp end, the better).


•  Try to talk to more than one person (in all walks of life there are individuals with chips on their shoulders who will have a biased view).


•  If you don’t know anyone, try tapping into your friends/family/professional networks.


•  Failing this, see whether there is a professional body that could put you on to someone to talk to.


•  Ask people what they enjoy about the work as well as the parts they find difficult and challenging – that is, get an all-round view.


•  Ask them if they have any advice for a newcomer.


Toe-dipping


There is no better way of finding out more about a career and what it involves than by getting in there and experiencing it at first hand. However, testing the temperature of the water by dipping your toe in first isn’t easy when you’ve got a day job.
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Getting time off work to go on a toe-dipping expedition won’t be an issue if your name is on a redundancy list. But if you’re working full time in a job and you don’t want your employer to know about your plan to change careers, you may need to book a few days’ holiday.
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It may be possible to try out some careers without it interfering with your day job. Ayesha, for example, could find work as an IT teacher in the evenings. In fact, she could run being a secretary/PA and being an IT teacher in parallel for a while. With the spread of part-time work and job shares, there is increased opportunity for working in two careers at the same time. It is an arrangement you can keep going for as long as you like. It is also a good way of trying out a new career before you commit everything to it.


Identifying bad ideas


As we have seen, not all our ideas are good ones and we’ve been looking at ways of identifying those that don’t stand up. However, some ideas need to be given even greater scrutiny. They include:


•  ideas you have on the last day of your holiday


•  ideas you have over a glass of wine


•  ideas that form after a bad day at work or when the boss is giving you a hard time.


We could go on with this list, but you will have got the message to be careful about going off on wild flights of fancy when you may be viewing life through rose-tinted spectacles or you haven’t really got your feet on the ground. The acid test of any idea is what it looks like over a period of time (on bad as well as good days). This is why ideas that evolve are usually better than those that suddenly pop into your head.
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Staying power


Changing careers is all about moving the goalposts in big ways. You’ll feel a buzz of excitement but at the same time you’ll experience a feeling of trepidation because you are taking a step into the unknown. What is certain, though, is that the path you’re setting off on won’t be a smooth one. It will have its ups and downs and you could find some of the downs challenging. You need to be sure, therefore, that you’re 100 per cent serious about what you’re seeking to do. Put another way, irrespective of how well your ideas stack up, anything you feel only half-hearted about is never going to work.


You need not just commitment but commitment over what could be long periods (years in some cases). Only you know the answers here. But if the flame you’re carrying round inside isn’t burning as brightly as it once was, then it’s time to ask questions.


Examining your options


One feature of changing careers is that people tend to consider only a limited range of options. Indeed, where the driving force is visionary, it is not unusual to find the list of options confined to one. For example, they want to work in human resources management and nothing else will do – end of discussion.


While this is all well and good, it can (and does) cause problems.


•  Forced career changes


When the clock is ticking against you, it makes sense to have as many irons in the fire as possible. Pursuing a small number of options means that, if none of them works out, you’ll probably find yourself out of a job.


•  Visionary career changes


You could find that you start getting signs that you’ve made the wrong choice. For example, if you realize you’ve not got what it takes to be a human resources manager, where does this leave you? Your dream lies in pieces, so what do you do now? Do you resign yourself to staying in the career you’ve started to find boring? Do you carry on underachieving?


It’s important always to look at all the options. Start with your transferable talents and see how many careers you can come up with where your transferable talents would give you a starting point (make a list). If you’re working to a deadline because of a forced career change, get going with all the options.
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Consider all your options. Start with Plan A then, if it doesn’t work out, move on to Plan B. Always have a Plan B and even a Plan C, D and E up your sleeve.
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The modern job market


This is where the world is on your side. Though it can be difficult at times, today’s job market has far more opportunities for people who want to change their careers than has ever been the case in the past. Therefore, as part of examining your full range of options, make it your business to find out what’s going on out there. See where someone with your talents could, with a little ingenuity, carve out openings for themselves. You will find that there are many paths for you to choose from, not just one or two.








	Summary





	
Today you looked at the stops and checks you need to have in place to act as a restraint against charging off on a career change that you might later regret. You learned how to test the strength of your ideas by examining what call there is for new entrants into the career you have chosen.


You asked probing questions about what the work will involve, to help you make sure that it is everything you think it is going to be and to see where flights of fancy might have taken over and prevented you from engaging with reality. Some changes of career will be within your reach whereas others won’t; it is important to put a clear line between the two.


You also learned to focus on your transferable talents – your biggest assets when it comes to realizing career-change ambitions. Identify how many new careers you can apply them to so that you’re not in the position of having a choice of one. In doing this, you’ll be able to view the world as your oyster – a place where you can go out and pick and choose.
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