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Introduction


‘When I’m a grown up, I want to be a . . .’ Career chat starts in the playground. But for most of us, our tiny-tot aspirations to be an astronaut, train driver (Thomas the Tank Engine, you have a lot to answer for) or England’s top goal scorer don’t quite follow through to reality. 


That’s where the inspiration came for this book. As a national newspaper journalist, I spend weeks of every year interviewing top City bosses, whistle-blowing interns, entrepreneurs and staff about what their jobs are really like – and I always leave them feeling surprised. Because it’s not just our five-year-old selves that might be taken aback at what actual careers really entail, or what their future self will end up doing for their long working life. The working world is changing fast – many of the best-paid and popular tech jobs didn’t exist a decade ago, while other roles, like some secretarial and manufacturing jobs, have gone the way of the dodo. Job-hopping has become the new normal: the average graduate today will change industries as many as six times during their lifetime. But at school and university, advisors still bang on about us knowing our ‘life-long career plan’ from the time we can pen a CV.


And that’s not the least of their misguided advice. Most people find so-called careers guidance to be more mystifying than helpful. I remember one session where my friends and I were told to log on to the computer jobs questionnaire: the bored-looking careers advisor promised us it would help us to ‘find out what we should do in life’. We were, however, left a bit confused when we found out that the program reckoned all of us, whatever our interests or qualifications, would be well suited to life as a farmer. 


It’s thanks to a frankly enormous dollop of luck that I’ve ended up doing a job I love – writing for newspapers – because at school, and even at university, my friends and I struggled to work out what some jobs involved, and what others even meant (‘actuary’, I’m looking at you). I started out studying sciences with the intention of being a doctor, before changing my mind after a traumatic work experience placement in an HIV ward. 


So this is the book I’d like to have read when I started grappling with future career options. Back then, I wanted something practical, non-stuffy and filled with horse’s-mouth advice to help me work out what the various important or fun-sounding jobs really involved. 


And others feel the same: ask the average commuter on the 07.59 train into London, and most of them, too, will admit that their daily work isn’t what they had expected it to be. One recent survey of 2,000 Britons found half hate their jobs so much that they think they’re in the wrong career, while a quarter said they were poor employees because they were so unhappy. The research, by banking firm Kalixa Pro, found the legal profession was the unhappiest – with four in ten not enjoying their work – followed by manufacturing and then hospitality.


But whether you’re a new graduate or a career-changer looking for a totally different working life, unless you’re actually doing a job, it’s hard to find out what most industries are really like. You can see primary school teachers working 9am to 3pm and ogle over their long holidays, but you might not realise the hours of planning and training that they have do on top. You see TV footage of miners struggling with dark, dank working conditions, but you might not know that the average salary is a healthy £53,000. 


At university, big companies host ‘milkround’ recruitment events, where they erect a bit of bunting and pump out propaganda about how their staff get paid mega-bucks for working a handful of hours a day. But if you’re the one person who asks about the real working hours or what staff actually do, or your expected take-home pay in two years’ time in your interview, you’re probably not going to be the one who will be living out those working hours in a few weeks’ time. 


Yet these are questions we all want to know the answers to when considering a new post. And there are endless other issues that you might want addressed, too. Do fashion designers need to be business-savvy? Do translators get to travel the world? Do zookeepers spend more time shovelling poo than hanging out with chimpanzees? 


Sure, some of these questions are more flippant and easily answered than others, but the truth is, even if you do know which careers might be a good fit with your skills, qualifications and personality – whether you’re just starting out in the job market or considering changing what you do – it’s not easy to know where to go for advice.


So this is what I went on a mission to find out: what are Britain’s most popular careers really like? While other books and websites might give you details about pay and conditions, in The Book of Jobs I wanted to go further and give you a feel for what it was actually like do these jobs day-to-day. In these pages, people in Britain’s most popular, lucrative and desirable jobs – from academic to zookeeper via web developer and fashion designer, pop star and chef – have shared the secrets to success in their industries: the best way to crack into each industry, what to expect when you get there and how to climb the ladder. Some of their names are hush-hush (all the better for truly dishing up a dose of cold job reality) but they’re all successful at what they do, and include some of Britain’s most high-profile executives, as well as those working hard behind the scenes.


And, since it’s going to be a fair while till most of us get to be the top dog, The Book of Jobs doesn’t just focus on those years at the pinnacle of your profession, it’s also got the career lowdown on those a good few rungs further down the ladder. Interns and office juniors, as well as those in their industries for up to five years, revealed to me just how many cups of tea they had to make before getting their first pay cheque, the day-to-day reality of their work, how fast people can progress, and whether they’d recommend their job to their best friend.


While writing this book I learnt a lot, too. It became clear to me that some of Britain’s most successful executives and entrepreneurs took a pretty relaxed approach to their careers, trying out many different industries and learning a lot in the process. It’s clear that specialising early isn’t always the best move – a broader work experience can make you a better candidate for a myriad of brilliant roles. Most of all, you have to (swallow the cliché and) follow your dream – because that old quote about choosing a ‘job you love so that you will never have to work a day in your life’ is actually true.


The twenty-first-century job market is wildly different from that of any other time. It’s a place where a job interview could see you being told to make up a jingle and sing it, solo, in the next ten minutes. Unlike the old days, when Britons embarked on one job for life, the average worker today has numerous different careers before retirement – a concept which is itself starting to disappear. Yet the job market has become tougher as top workers come to the UK from abroad and the number of jobs available crashed in the aftermath of the recession. Leading employers currently receive about 39 applications for every graduate job. So for The Book of Jobs I also spoke to top recruiters and careers advisors about the interview grillings and weird questions you should expect, and what preparation you can do ahead of time.


So think of this book as the honest careers advisor – a bit of a contrast to the coffee-breathed maths teacher at school who did jobs advice on a Tuesday and asked if you’d thought about working in an office. Or on that farm. Pay, work/life balance, any lingering industry sexism or racism, training, effort levels – here you’ll find the truth about working in Britain’s most popular jobs.


Earnings potential
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Source: salary benchmarking website Emolument.com
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Academic


AVERAGE STARTING SALARY – £20,000–£25,000


ENTRY POSITION – Research Assistant or Research Fellow


TYPICAL WEEKLY HOURS – Variable, often temporary


RECOMMENDED QUALIFICATIONS – Teaching experience. PHD. Published work


IF YOU LIKE THIS YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE . . . author, journalist, teacher 


 


 


If you love being a student, a career as an academic – that is, a member of a university or college – could be for you. It doesn’t exactly mean that you can live in your pyjamas and slurp pasta for the rest of your life, and the Brideshead Revisited world of academics living a life cut off from everyday realities is long gone, too. But you can devote yourself to becoming an expert in your subject; whether via hours studying old texts in the library, through hands-on science lab work or by exploring unknown places in the world. Consider academia if you’re passionate about research, about pushing the boundaries of knowledge, or inspiring the next generation of undergraduates with a love for an academic subject.


There are three main types of jobs in this field:


 




	A research-only role, where the vast majority of your time is spent researching your subject and very little, or none, is spent teaching.


	A teaching role, with little time specifically allocated for research.


	A hybrid position, such as a lectureship, where you’re expected to both teach and conduct research.





 


Whatever subject or academic aspiration you have, though, you’ll need to have good time management, be hardworking, flexible (able to work weekends and late), an analytical thinker (able to think of research questions and design experiments or studies to answer these), with good attention to detail (particularly in science – you cannot be careless as each piece of data matters), social and communicative and adroit at critical appraisal – that ability to acknowledge the limitations of your own and others’ research.


The usual path to working in academia is: first you’ll need to pass an undergraduate degree, followed by a master’s. Then you’ll need to undertake a doctoral degree, or PhD, before embarking on post-doctoral research and/or becoming a member of teaching staff. 


You don’t, however, always need a master’s to get a PhD – those who do particularly well in their undergraduate degree can apply for a PhD straight away, or sometimes embark on a ‘1+3 PhD’, which includes one year of MSc studies (with a stipend). ‘It’s great because a three-year PhD can be a bit tight and a lot of people end up needing an extension,’ says one graduate who did just that. ‘With the 1+3, you start planning your project in the first year and it gives you a bit more time.’ The typical academia route after a PhD is to become a lecturer, senior lecturer, reader, then professor. 


Lots of PhD students who are interested in academia (or just keen to boost their bank accounts) take on extra work teaching undergrads. But it’s a difficult industry in which to secure full-time employment: changes to how unis and research are funded mean it can be tough to finance your studies, and there are also far fewer funded, permanent, full-time posts available – even brilliant students with top degrees and stellar teaching and lecturing records can struggle to find tenure – a permanent position. There are also more and more people with PhDs, so instead some would-be academics go into industry (e.g. using their research expertise in the corporate environment, or for pharmaceutical companies or business strategic sectors) or teach (mostly in secondary schools). Scientists who do not want to pursue the academic career path might become a research assistant in a lab.


Other academics who have struggled to get work in this country sometimes try to secure a position abroad, where academic institutions may have more positions available and pay more. Or some diversify by writing textbooks, or becoming media ‘talking head’ experts on particular subjects.


But first you’ve got to embark on the career. You’ll need to be brilliant at your subject, of course, with an excellent history of scholastic achievement, and have an intellectual curiosity as well as the above skills. A ‘capacity for seeing through long-term projects, and being self-motivated and disciplined (especially in terms of managing your own time)’ are also key skills, according to one academic. As you go up the ranks of university study, you’ll need a record of getting work published in academic journals, with honed research skills, and be good at communicating with a range of audiences – from freshers to experts more senior than you.


The kind of work you do as an academic will obviously hinge on your specialism – a professor of medicine will have a very different existence from a professor of humanities. But as an overview, as a PhD research student you’ll have to come up with ideas for original research, write proposals to apply for funding, carry out the research –reading, collecting and analysing data, comparing various sources, etc. – write and publish the research, manage a research budget, speak at conferences, supervise other students and perhaps teach, too. 


As an academic member of staff, teaching responsibilities can include the designing of curricula, preparing presentations and notes for lectures and delivering them, instructing undergrads and postgrads in small tutorial groups, marking essays and exams and supervising dissertations. Another facet of academic life is administration – roles like admissions tutor (deciding which students to admit to courses), course organiser, school liaisons officer, subject leader, etc. Academic work often also involves joining committees within departments, universities, or even those formed of particular subject specialists across the UK or the world. 


A junior (post-doctoral) permanent position pays around £32,000 a year. An experienced academic can expect up to £60,000, depending on the institution and responsibilities, while a few top professors and vice chancellors of universities will receive six-figure salaries.


Working life: Dr Helen Barr is a fellow and tutor in English literature at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford University. 


‘There’s no such thing as an average day as an academic, because it depends crucially on whether it is in term or outside of it. In term, I usually start marking written work at about 6.30am for tutorials or classes that are happening that day. Once that’s done, I check my email for anything that needs prompt attention. Depending on the day in question, I might spend the rest of the day teaching classes (with up to about ten students) or tutorials (one-to-one, or one-to-two), or be working on administration. Lunch is with colleagues, usually in college, so we can discuss teaching and/or admin. But no day follows a fixed pattern; it depends on the outline of teaching, lectures and committee meetings.


During term-time, you can be working as many as 70 hours per week, perhaps more. Outside term, it’s more like 50 hours. At Oxford, terms are only eight weeks long, so vacations are also a prime time for supervising graduate students, giving talks in other universities and attending conferences. But even outside of term, there’s still administration to tackle, and college meetings, examination marking, long-term college projects or faculty work.


But I try to earmark the early part of the morning for research, especially writing [Dr Barr’s most recent book is Transporting Chaucer]. If the day is free of external commitments, then is the time to read, preferably in libraries, and to formulate ideas both for existing projects and for future ones. 


Working at a university, you’ve almost always got things to do in the evenings and sometimes weekends, too: there are a lot of functions to attend, and seminars. Evenings are often taken up with marking and tutorial preparation. Outside term, it is easier to claw back some time in the evenings and at weekends, unless there is a deadline for submitting work to publishers.


My career path was fairly standard – after completing my doctorate, I had a few short-term teaching posts, then finally a tenured job. To get that, I established a good teaching record and practice and a distinguished record in research.


My favourite parts of the work remain teaching and writing, but the most boring is filling in official forms to justify what we are doing, which are sent to the people who manage us, and being forced to defend teaching and research in a culture that is obsessed with quantification and outputs.’


Working life: Caroline Mzumbo* is a post-doctoral science researcher working in London


‘I’ve devoted most of my research so far to looking at children with ADHD, so my days are different if I’m testing kids for research. I am usually up at 8am, finish off some work from the night before over breakfast, then get to work for 10am. The first hour is dedicated to making a cup of tea, chatting to colleagues about what is happening that day or the night before (gossiping, essentially!), and eventually checking and replying to my emails. 


If it’s a testing day – about twice or three times a week – I do developmental assessments with toddlers and interviews with their parents. I’ll then have a de-brief meeting with colleagues and write up notes. On other days, work includes admin (calling families to schedule their appointments, sending letters for their appointments) or programming (writing scripts to analyse data and meetings). Other tasks can include writing or preparing papers for publication, clinical meetings (to discuss cases seen) and supervision of students and interns who do data entry, or data analyses for their undergraduate/master’s project. Once a week I also lecture undergrads. 


With research jobs, you don’t ever stop working. If I am at home and have my laptop on in the evenings, I’ll reply to emails and work on papers or do some reading. But I really enjoy my job – especially getting to know families involved in the studies and assessing (playing with!) the children. The data entry is boring, though, and all the meetings can be SO tedious, long and pointless. 


When I embarked on a career in science, I thought it would be quite intense and serious, but in reality most people and university environments are fairly relaxed. I also thought it would be pretty peaceful (and non-political), but there are often work politics and all the issues that you find in other working environments.’


 


* name changed for anonymity










Accountant


AVERAGE STARTING SALARY – £15,000–£25,000 


ENTRY POSITION – Trainee/Accounts Assistant/Junior Accountant


TYPICAL WEEKLY HOURS – 30–40 hours 


RECOMMENDED QUALIFICATIONS – Accountancy qualifications depending on the area that you are interested in


IF YOU LIKE THIS YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE . . . actuary, management consultant, banker


 


 


It might be the most joked-about profession around: Googling ‘are accountants . . .’ automatically brings up the suggestion ‘boring’. But if you’re good with numbers and finances, this could be the job for you. Accountants are well paid and always in demand, particularly as new, more complicated tax rules are brought in every year. There are lots of accountants, too – you’ll find them everywhere from small high-street ‘private practice’ firms (meaning they work for lots of different clients and companies) through to government departments and huge specialist multi-national companies, as well as in-house working exclusively for specific companies. 


Work-wise, the job involves calculating how much tax people and firms need to pay, and often how to minimise their legal obligation, forecasting annual profit and loss and costs, advising on deals like mergers, monitoring firms’ financial performance, and carrying out audits (independent inspections of a firm’s accounts) of annual results and other transactions to make sure they are all above board. 


A lot of big business stars begin life as accountants – JP Morgan was a Wall Street accountant, now his name remains on the banking giant he built up, while many FTSE 100 chief executives began their careers as accountants. All of their finance directors, meanwhile, will usually have qualified as an accountant. 


To land an accountancy career, you’ll need to pass exams – lots of them, which you’ll do while working in an office. Smaller high-street firms and a handful of major firms accept non-graduates (see below: working life) with A levels or similar qualifications, but most big companies limit applications to graduates. They’re not usually restrictive about the subject: it doesn’t have to be maths or finance, but if you do have a degree in a related subject you might be allowed to skip some of the accountancy exams later on. You’ll then sign up to one of the several professional bodies offering accountancy training, which usually includes three years of your work being monitored plus two years of professional exams. 


Alternatively, another role is an accounting technician: this involves preparing the financial documents that accountants or business managers use. Candidates need good numeracy skills but no specific qualifications to embark on training (which is usually part-time while on the job). Some progress to chartered accountant status later on.


The key skills for the accountancy industry, according to one high-flyer, are: ‘communication – being able to listen to clients to understand what is important to them, as well as simplifying technical concepts so they can be understood; relationship management – you need to build relationships and trust with clients; problem solving – finding solutions to the issues of businesses and individuals; management skills – managing a team to achieve maximum efficiency but also ensuring you are approachable and patient for junior members of a team. Plus time management and an ability to grasp and utilise technical skills.’


A trainee accountant can expect to start on about £19,000 per year outside London or £22,000 in the capital, but ‘be aware that starting salaries usually include an employer’s contribution to training and study leave,’ says one who’s been through it. A newly qualified accountant can expect to see their pay packet increase to around £40,000, rising with experience to six figures for a top City accountant – whilst a few FTSE 100 finance directors are on multi-million-pound packages which include pay and bonuses.


If you’re considering a career in accountancy, ‘understanding basic bookkeeping and running a business either by taking on an apprenticeship role or work experience in a local firm will help give someone an insight into the possible career path,’ is the experts’ advice. 


Working life: the Big Four accountant


‘I’ll usually arrive at my desk between 8.00 and 8.30am. If I’m in the midst of an audit, I’ll be based at a client site, which means that everything is a little slower – if a client stops by our room, I’m expected to drop whatever I’m doing and speak to them about whatever issue they have.


An increasing amount of my day is sucked up by meetings, but outside of them, I’ll be either managing a team of up to ten staff on a major audit, dealing with their questions or reviewing their work, or planning ahead for the next major project – I usually have up to five clients or jobs on the go at a time. I’ll also be tackling my own work – following up clients’ queries, or writing up meetings and findings from my preliminary work. 


If I’m at my office, I will head out to a client during the afternoon for a meeting; if it’s near the end of the day, I may go home afterwards to finish work from my living room. The nice thing about this job is that often it doesn’t matter where you are, physically. If I have a large team working under me, it’s tougher to work remotely, but I can always pick up the phone or send an email.


Home time can be anything from 6.30pm to 10pm – depending on what needs to be done. I’m fortunate that most of my clients are based in Central London, not far from my house, so the commute back isn’t too tough. 


Working for a big firm, you’re well looked after: there’s a department for everything – IT, payroll, technical problems – so there’s always someone to call. If you want to do volunteering, or go on a career break, that’s generally encouraged, too. On the flip side, my department is 900+ people and I barely know a fraction of them, despite working in the same department for over five years. You don’t get the same tight working environment that you probably would at a smaller firm.’


The lowdown: newly qualified accountant


‘I didn’t follow the route most people do by going to university – I started full-time work after my A levels. Then I fell into working in accountancy rather than actively seeking it out, securing an entry-level job working in public practice for a small firm. After 11 months there, though, I moved to another company, got a training contract and began on my five-year career path to qualifying. 


Many people believe that university is the only route into accountancy. From personal experience I know this isn’t the case. I went straight from taking my A levels into an accountancy role where I studied towards an AAT qualification – the professional body for accounting technicians – to become a qualified accountant. There can be fewer professional exams for graduates, because if you have a degree you’re exempt from lower-level papers.


Now I work about 42 hours a week – although during busy periods, such as before the end of the tax year in April, the working day is much longer. My favourite part of the job is that clients come from all over the world so I am able to meet and work with a wide variety of individuals. It’s also really interesting – yes, even in accountancy – to work with a number of different businesses and understand how they operate. The downsides? Administration and paperwork are always involved.’










Actor


AVERAGE STARTING SALARY – £90–100 per day as an extra, £250 per day as an actor on a film, £300 a week for stage


ENTRY POSITION – Actor


TYPICAL WEEKLY HOURS – Variable


RECOMMENDED QUALIFICATIONS – Experience. Acting training. Join actors’ union, Equity.


IF YOU LIKE THIS YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE . . . hospitality, life coach, musician 


 


 


Some sobering statistics for anyone considering a career in acting:


 


£60 – Reported nightly pay for a child actor appearing in West End musical Matilda


$250,000 – Reported pay per episode for Homeland actress Clare Danes to play Carrie


$39 million – Forbes’ estimate of Hollywood actor Leonardo DiCaprio’s earnings last year 


6% – Proportion of Equity members earning over £30,000 a year


52% – Proportion of Equity members earning less than £6,000 a year


11.3 – Average number of weeks per year that UK actors work professionally


10–15% – Average cut of earnings paid by actors to their agents


8% – Proportion of UK actors thought to be in work at any one time


 


So whilst acting can be one of the most exciting, fulfilling and potentially rewarding careers out there, it’s also unpredictable, tough-going and often impossible to sustain without a second career. Hence the age-old depressing joke about ‘what do you say to an actor?’, ‘Big Mac and fries, please.’


Those who do manage to find work are ‘interpreting others’ words in order to bring a script to life, and to put flesh and blood on the characters they portray,’ according to the performers’ trade union, Equity. Most actors work in more than one sphere – film, theatre, TV, radio, and perhaps also voice-over work. Some roles demand months of rehearsals and research, others are speedier jobs: some ad work, for example, is wrapped up in a day.


For film work, actors need to be able to learn lines and cues quickly, repeat their performance numerous times as they’re shot from different angles, be great team-workers, be adaptable, and get involved with promotional media work. Many of those skills are useful in all kinds of acting, as are networking prowess (to secure more work), auditioning skill, a lack of inhibition and a willingness to be made up, dressed, positioned and directed by others; a good diction and accent mimicry, plus dancing and/or singing skills are sometimes demanded for particular roles. A good memory, confidence and an ability to get on with, and liaise with, all kinds of people from venue managers and tour managers to theatre and film crews are also vital.


Unlike most jobs, there’s no general route into acting: some go to drama school, others work their way up by starting as a runner on a film or in stage management in theatres, some may be very lucky with a successful audition for work without training. However, ‘nearly all professional actors have trained,’ according to Equity. ‘Many higher education and further education colleges offer Drama or Theatre Studies courses, as do specialist [fee-paying] drama schools, which usually only accept students who are over 18 years of age, and conduct auditions for places, but offer tailored, vocational courses which are recognised by the industry and which have strong links with agents, casting directors, production companies and broadcasters.’


That can be crucial because networking is so vital to finding acting work: remember that actors spend as much as 90 per cent of their time ‘resting’, which is why most have a backup or second career. Most would also recommend having an agent, although that is not always straightforward. Agents receive reams of requests from actors to represent them every day, so you’ll need to stand out. Target specific agents who represent actors with the kind of career you have, or want to have; ask for recommendations from fellow actors and drama school teachers, and approach them with a professional toolkit – good headshots, a well-presented acting CV with credits listing your performance experience and training, a showreel, perhaps your own website with clips of your performance, and a prepared range of audition speeches. If you secure meetings, be well prepared and never sign a contract without reading it properly or obtaining specialist advice. 


No legitimate agent charges any upfront fees, so watch out for the many charlatans out there, but be aware that most agents demand a cut of between 10 per cent and as high as 20 per cent of your pay – thankfully, it’s usually nearer the former. 


Working life: Jason Flemyng started acting at school and at the National Youth Theatre before enrolling in the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art (LAMDA). After entering the Royal Shakespeare Company he got his big break in Guy Ritchie’s Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels. Since then he’s worked on over 50 feature films, as well as numerous TV series and shorts.


‘My advice to anybody interested in acting is to perform as an amateur for as long as you possibly can. That’s the best sort of experience – and some training can be quite damaging if you start too young. Once you’re qualified, there’s no real way to guide your career, the only thing you’re in control of is saying no. I’ve never had the luxury of being in a position to be able to pick and choose roles and make “wise” choices. Acting is an uncertain profession and you often need the money, so I’ve always just chosen what’s in front of me. I’d like to think I’ve made some good choices . . . I’m not stupid enough to do Spiceworld, the Spice Girls’ movie . . . oh no, wait a moment, I did do that! 


My dad was a film director and his advice was to check your wallet before making a decision. If it’s bulging then you’ve got what he called “f**k off money” and you can refuse certain roles, but if not then you just take the first job that pays. Only 5 per cent of actors make enough to have it as their primary living, the other 95 per cent have to have other jobs.


The other thing – and I know it’s awful to say this, but it’s the truth – is that it is easier to make it as an actor than an actress. It’s an old cliché but there are 300 soldiers and only one princess. If a parent came to me and asked me to persuade their son not to be an actor, I’d say I can’t do that, he should try because it’s the best life you can possibly have. But if it was their daughter, I would feel obliged to talk to her and at least tell her how hard it is and what the odds are. It’s simple maths. 


The best part of being an actor is the travel. I’m a gypsy (if not exactly like my character in Snatch) and acting has sent me to India, the Middle East and Europe. The worst part is the uncertainty about where your next role and pay cheque are coming from, but that’s just a part of the career and you have to get used to it, even if your family probably never will. 


I think being an actor is the best job in the world. On a shoot day you leave your house at around 6am and get to unit base at 8am. You go through hair and make-up and get ready to work by 9am. You might rehearse a little bit and then you could end up sitting on your behind until 3pm, when they’ll finally call you to set. Then they’ll probably be running behind because they’ve spent all morning filming a car going across a bridge, and there’ll only be time for two tight shots and one wide shot and that’s you done – so you have to nail it first time. 


There’s no room for excuses, nobody’s listening: you’ve got to deliver under pressure, whatever the conditions are. Acting school trains you in trade craft, but the only way you get the true experience of the job is when you’re on set for the first time and you’ve got to nail it in one take. That’s the skill of screen acting.’
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Dream Job: Astronaut


Tim Peake, 42, is Britain’s first European Space Agency (ESA) astronaut to head into orbit and visit the International Space Station.


 


‘ESA advertised online for a new astronaut selection in 2008. At that time, I was leaving the British Army after an incredible 17-year career flying helicopters. I started the year-long application process with ESA, along with over 8,000 other hopeful candidates. 


A selection day included eight hours of computer-based tests, each becoming progressively harder and with only short breaks in between – testing memory, concentration, coordination and spatial awareness – plus psychological questionnaires with hundreds of repetitive questions aimed at ensuring consistency of answers.


The week-long medical was fairly gruelling, followed by several interviews – until I found myself at a press conference in Paris along with five other successful candidates. I never expected to make it that far and it is certainly a huge honour and a privilege to now be part of Europe’s human spaceflight programme.


So far my preparation for spaceflight has taken me underwater, where I lived for 12 days in a Jacques Cousteau-style habitat, spent seven nights in a Sardinian cave and multiple trips in the infamous ‘vomit comet’, not to mention centrifuge runs, spacewalk training, flying spacecraft in simulators . . . the list goes on. To go through all this training has been the most incredible experience of my life. What makes it really special is the people you meet along the way and the enthusiasm of all the training teams and fellow astronauts and cosmonauts who are there to offer help and advice. The worst part is all that training comes at a cost and there is a lot of time spent away from home.


There is no one route into becoming an astronaut. Astronauts come from all walks of life: engineers, scientists, pilots, schoolteachers, to name just a few. It is fair to say that a solid understanding in the core sciences will stand you in good stead. But more important are things like good communication skills, psychological profile, an ability to work well in a multi-cultural team, and, of course, to be able to work under pressure!


Many of the most vital skills are those that cannot be taught, which is why I always advise anyone interested in becoming an astronaut to choose the route that suits them best and be good at what you do. I left school aged 19 to become a pilot and follow my passion for aviation and only later in life completed a degree in flight dynamics – certainly not a conventional route but it worked best for me.’










Actuary


AVERAGE STARTING SALARY – £30,000


ENTRY POSITION – Student member 


TYPICAL WEEKLY HOURS – 30–40 hours


RECOMMENDED QUALIFICATIONS – Third class or above if the degree is maths. First or Second class if the degree is unrelated. Minimum of grade C in a maths A level


IF YOU LIKE THIS YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE . . . accountant, hedge fund careers, management consultant


 


 


It’s famously one of the best-paid jobs around – and that’s true of actuaries in almost every country in the world. The average ‘basic’ salary of a senior partner in an actuarial firm is £209,300, plus an £80,000 bonus, according to the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries; even a student actuary pockets an average £39,000 a year. But it’s also seriously complicated. So, what does an actuary actually do?


Basically, they’re experts in working out risks, using top maths expertise (plus statistics and investment theory) to help measure the probability and risks of possible events. Many actuaries specialise in insurance and in pensions – working out the value of pensions funds by considering things like how long members are likely to work for and live for, and how much their investments will rise or fall in value – but other industries that use actuaries include healthcare, banking and investments. An actuary might analyse past trends in death rates, inflation and investments to work out how much a life insurer should charge in premiums to be able to provide for its policyholders’ payouts, for example.


Becoming an actuary involves tough exams – it takes an average of three to six years to qualify, and that’s after securing a degree. Most begin with an A level (or equivalent) in maths and/or further maths, then go on to study a degree and achieve at least a 2.1. Those who are already certain about pursuing an actuarial career might study actuarial science as an undergraduate, but ‘numerate’ degrees like maths, economics, stats, engineering, chemistry or physics are all liked by employers, too. Then you have to find a training scheme at an actuarial firm. (There’s a directory of firms that offer work experience or graduate trainee positions at tinyurl.com/actdirectory.)


The profession also gets a fair number of career-changers who sign up later in life; the Institute of Actuaries recommends first undertaking one or two of its exams independently, to assess your skills, adding: ‘your experience in your current career may be valuable to an actuarial firm, and you may wish to contact actuarial employers directly to discuss your potential.’ Next up, to become an Associate or Fellow of the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries you have to pass its exams, as well as securing ‘a satisfactory level of work-based skills.’ This is the bit that normally takes three to six years. You study by distance learning (many employers offer support for study, like paid leave before exams). There are as many as 15 different exams to tackle, and they’re tough: the pass rate is about 50–60 per cent for intermediate exams and about 30 per cent for finals. 


‘Degree courses are available which lead to exemptions from certain exams and therefore significantly shorten the time to qualification,’ says part-qualified actuary John Fitzgerald (see below). ‘However, these can be an expensive option (if done as a master’s degree) and won’t necessarily lead to a higher starting salary, since employers typically value practical experience over exam progress.’


Skills-wise, numeracy is key, and you’ll also need to be adroit at communicating, so you can make complex issues sound simple. An understanding of general business issues is really important, too, and you’ll need to keep up to date in developments in your profession, the financial markets and the wider economy.


Working life: John Fitzgerald is a part-qualified actuary working for Mitchell Consulting in Manchester


‘My job involves advising employers and trustees on a variety of pension-related matters. Simple queries can often be dealt with by a quick phone call or an email, but we discuss more complex questions as a team to ensure we provide the most appropriate advice. I then prepare a draft report which will usually be quite detailed as it needs to explain our methodology and any assumptions we’ve made, as well as comply with any relevant legislation and professional guidance. 


I became interested in this career early on – my school maths teacher actually recommended becoming an actuary. I was fairly sure I wanted a job in finance after university but I also wanted to leave my options open, so I chose to study ‘Mathematics with Finance’ rather than a degree in ‘Actuarial science’. For the past five years, I’ve been working full-time and taking professional exams with the Institute and Faculty of Actuaries at the same time. 


It’s a lot of effort to juggle work and study but I really enjoy the job; I’ve been surprised at how much responsibility you can have at an early stage. Within only a couple of years you’ll know more than most, if not all, of your clients. And whilst naturally there are busy periods where you work harder than usual, the work/life balance is generally good and it’s noticeably better than in some other professions, such as law.’


Related roles: Insurance


Insurance might not sound like the sexiest career around, but it’s a big area. The sector employs some 320,000 people in the UK alone, according to the Association of British Insurers – the biggest insurance industry in Europe and the third-largest in the world. Some of the key roles include insurance broker – people who act as the go-between link between individuals or businesses who need cover and insurers – and underwriters. The latter work closely with actuaries to decide whether to offer insurance cover based on the risks involved and, if so, at what price and level; the aim is always to minimise the insurer’s losses and maximise its profits.


Insurance brokers will normally either work on the retail side – nothing to do with shopping, but this involves arranging policies covering things like homes, travel, or business disruption for people or (usually small) companies. Commercial insurance brokers, meanwhile, arrange pricier policies for more complex things – airlines will insure against crashes, for example, so if one does take place, they’re not liable to pay out compensation, and so on.


Most workers in the insurance industry specialise in a particular area, such as life insurance (which covers death and injuries or sickness), general insurance (car, household, pet, travel policies), commercial insurance (for firms) and reinsurance – when insurers take out policies with other insurers for big cover policies in order to spread their own level of risk.


Pay in the insurance world depends on the nature of the role and the size of the company: working for a major Lloyds of London commercial insurer, for example, will obviously be more lucrative than being a claims handler, and will require a commensurately higher skill set. Graduates on insurance training schemes usually start at around £25,000; qualified, experienced brokers will receive pay in the region of £40,000 to £90,000, plus bonuses, although some are on commission-based pay with a lower basic salary.










Advertising


AVERAGE STARTING SALARY – £18,000–£25,000


ENTRY POSITION – Junior


TYPICAL WEEKLY HOURS – Variable


RECOMMENDED QUALIFICATIONS – Portfolio or relevant degree according to the area you wish to enter (creative, admin., etc.). Work experience


IF YOU LIKE THIS YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE . . . author, graphic designer, PR


 


 


However much they jazz up the job titles as ‘executive account manager’ or ‘copywriter-in-chief’, every job in advertising is about the same thing: making people buy or believe the stuff the campaign is promoting. So if you’re good at coming up with catchlines (the slogan in an ad) or enticing creative ideas, this could be the industry for you.


Most ads are made by advertising agencies, so if, say, a fast food chain wants to make a new campaign about the fact that its meals are really pretty darn good for you, it will pay an agency to brainstorm, make and get an ad out there on bus shelters/newspapers/TV channels/websites/milk bottles or anywhere else. In the average agency, there are lots of confusing-sounding roles, which are:


 


Account management – the go-between who has most of the client contact and conveys their wishes to all of the different departments in the agency.


 


Account planning – responsible for the research behind the campaign: polling, focus groups, etc. 


 


Creative department – teams of art directors, copywriters, sometimes digital specialists and graphic designers and designers, who work on coming up with ideas for ads and making them.


 


Production – liaises between the creatives and the director, for TV or video ads, or the photographer, for print/online ads.


 


Project managers – work with all departments to make sure ads are made on time and deadlines are met.


 


UX – user-experience experts who work on digital ads.


 


Media – responsible for planning and buying the slots during which the ads will be shown.


 


Huge agencies have many people in all these departments; in boutique ones, a few people may cross over the roles. 
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