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This isn’t just another book about how to get a job. Even in a tough economy, pretty much anyone can get some sort of job or another. No, this is a book about building a career. So, what is the difference between a job and a career? Simply put, a career is a lifelong endeavor, the pursuit of a professional track that consists of multiple jobs you’ll stack one on top of the other (experts call it a career ladder for a reason), each tapping into skills and experiences you’ve already had and each adding a new set of skills, increased responsibilities and challenges, and fresh experiences.

For someone focused on a professional career track, each job you choose matters, so it’s critical to consider not just what you can do in the next job, but also the tangible skills and experiences you can take away from each position and use for selling yourself in the future, says career coach J.T. O’Donnell of Careerealism.com. Figuring out what those skills are before you take a job is an art, of sorts, one that takes a few hits and even some misses to refine. But building a professional career is about landing the next job on the ladder—and you can do that only if you’ve built new skills each step of the way.

For the purposes of this guide, consider a professional career as one where you start in that ubiquitous entry-level position and climb the ladder toward a management or leadership position. How you get to that leadership role can vary—from a straight-line ladder leading up, to a zigzag climb that will find you moving among different functions or departments, sometimes moving laterally, then up, sometimes moving up a few rungs at a time. For many people, the path will be a bit of both.

Along the way, each job you choose should build the skills and experiences you need in order to reach your short-term and longer-term goals—starting as early as a strong internship in college (better yet, two) to help you land that first job after college.

I know it sounds daunting, but it doesn’t have to be. This book will guide you through the steps you need to take, from deciding on a career path, to scoring that first internship, to making the most of it to pave the way to your first real job (don’t worry, if you’ve already missed the internship boat, you can still get where you want to go with a little extra maneuvering you’ll learn about in the following chapters). Then we’ll look at how to land that first job, negotiate your first salary (which is crucial, as it’s the starting place for all future salaries), and earn that critical early promotion that will put you on the path you desire. Then you’ll learn some tricks for how to move up that ladder faster, including networking, smart early job moves that will set the foundation for your future success, career boosters that can set you apart from the crowd, and more.

WHERE TO START:
DECIDING WHAT CAREER IS RIGHT FOR YOU

Many ambitious college students walk into their first class with a good idea about what they’d like to do when they “grow up,” or at least a sense of the field they’d like to work in once they graduate. But that’s just a start. Many industries and professions have become so diversified and segmented that simply saying you want to work in such-and-such field doesn’t paint a full picture of what you really want to do.
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Let’s take engineering, for example. There are some two dozen specialties in engineering, from the more common civil, mechanical, chemical, and electrical, to the more specialized subsets such as aerospace, geotechnical, biomedical, environmental, petroleum, and nuclear. But even careers with fewer head-spinning options still present forks in the road. Take marketing: market research, promotions, account management, and even public relations and advertising can fall under the marketing moniker at many companies. The point is that before you decide which first job or internship to go after, you need to narrow down (as best you can) what exactly you ultimately want to do.

Of course, that’s easier said than done. With all the different options out there, how are you supposed to figure out what field or industry most interests you? Well, it isn’t easy, but the good news is, there’s no wrong answer (although choosing a professional track that’s not likely to be around in a decade might not be so wise). The key is to figure out the intersection between your interests and your aptitude. It helps to first rule out areas where what fascinates you does not match your abilities. For example, you might find biomedical engineering fascinating but struggle in biology classes. Or you might be drawn to market research but lack an aptitude for the database mining and analysis it actually requires. While there may be a sign that a particular job isn’t right for you, a fascination with marketing might yield a more creative career in the field, or struggling in biology but not other earth sciences could make environmental engineering right for you.

At the end of the day, you aren’t going to shine in a career if it’s not something you’ve got both an aptitude and a passion for. Trust me, if you’ve got an aptitude for math and statistical analysis but can’t stand the idea of running numbers behind the scenes and without a lot of people, being a financial analyst may not be for you. But you could put that aptitude to use elsewhere. The key to building a professional career starts with finding the proverbial sweet spot between what you do well and what you love to do.

Here are four questions—and strategies to help you find the answers—that will help you figure out the career that is right for you.

1. WHAT AM I BOTH GOOD AT AND FASCINATED BY?

If you’ve found yourself scoring A’s in every history class you take, it could be because you’re enthralled by the subject or that you’re just really good at understanding historical context and writing papers that convey clear, concise, and persuasive arguments. Both of those characteristics are critical for a career, be it history-related or not. Understanding the context of the projects you work on and being able to persuade with strong communication can go well beyond, say, becoming an historian at a local museum or a history teacher at a local college. So, think about the classes you’ve taken where you’ve both received strong grades and felt excited to attend (even if it was at the dreaded hour of 8:30 a.m.). They don’t need to be classes only in your major, and you should consider extracurricular activities you love, too (after all, intramural soccer requires skills like teamwork, stamina, and mental agility; volunteering at a local senior center requires patience and empathy).

Once you’ve got a list of things that both hit the success button and have a strong happy factor, think about the skills you use when you’re in those classes or participating in those activities. Consider both the tangible stuff—like strong writing or the know-how required to work through formulas—and the harder to quantify, such as deductive reasoning, connecting the dots to solve a problem, persuasion, team-building, or creating new formulas or ideas. Write down these skills you employ and then weight them. No, it’s not a grading curve—just another critical-thinking exercise that will force you to really think about what you’re good at. Number the five skills you feel you most excel in, with the standout skill as No. 1. If you aren’t sure about which skills you’re using or what you’re best at, quiz professors or classmates who know you well to help round out your own thinking.


CAREER POSSIBILITIES

What if you have no idea what you want to do? Here are some career paths within just two popular fields. You’ll see the possibilities are numerous. For other careers, check out websites like WetFeet.com, Vault.com, and QuintCareers.com.

Finance


Commercial banking. Provide financial services for individuals and businesses (jobs include credit analyst, loan officer, trust officer, mortgage banker).



Investment banking. Assist companies, organizations, governments, and sometimes individuals in raising money through issuing of securities; deal with mergers and acquisitions; handles IPOs, etc. (jobs include equity research, corporate finance analyst, equities trader, ratings analyst, broker).



Money management. Decide on, hold, and help trade stocks and bonds for institutions or individuals (jobs include portfolio manager, hedge fund analyst or trader, financial advisor, mutual fund analyst; for individuals, financial planner).



Corporate finance. Work inside a company to help find money to maintain and grow the business, make acquisitions, or manage cash and investments (jobs include credit manager, treasurer, financial analyst, investor relations, controller, credit analyst, financial strategist).



Insurance. Help companies or individuals manage risk to protect from losses (jobs include agent, broker, actuary, risk manager, underwriter, loss control, claims adjuster, sales).



Real estate. Handle the money side of real estate transactions and development from mortgages to title insurance to real estate investment, management, and development (jobs include commercial sales, appraiser, business development, financial analyst).



Marketing—Either Through an Agency or Internally

(Keep in mind, these paths can be taken in a variety of fields; you could do market research in any industry, from accounting to high technology to pharmaceuticals and more.)


Account management. Following and managing client accounts or marketing projects from beginning to end (jobs include account coordinator, account executive, account specialist).



Market research. Analyze data and trends to determine the need, desire, pricing, etc., on products and services (jobs include researcher, market analyst, marketing data strategist).



Promotions. Get the word out and build enthusiasm for products through sweepstakes, samples, rebates, coupons, and other programs (jobs include promotion coordinator, promotions manager, promotion strategist).



Communications/strategy. Developing targeted or mass messaging to manage and build a brand (jobs include social media manager, social media strategist, marketing communications manager, crisis communications strategist).
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You can also see if your university offers workshops directly linked to—or based on—the Dependable Strengths Articulation Process program. You’ll sit with a small group of students and go through a series of exercises that help discern your strengths. From conversations about your best experiences and your not-so-great experiences, the people in your group record the strengths they think you’re describing—and you’ll do the same for them. There’ll be a gut-check about how valid those strengths are, and in the end, you’ll be able to match those strengths with various career paths.1 Sounds a little kumbaya, for sure, but the process has been around for more than fifty years and can be wildly helpful for driven—but uncertain—professionals and early careerists.

At many colleges and universities, you can also tap peer advisors—often through the career services office—who’ve been there, done that and who get a little extra training to help other students wade through the process of the right fit for their skills and interests. Some even maintain regular blogs or daily newsletters to offer advice, give feedback, and share their own experiences selecting a career or landing an internship. You can often read these even if you aren’t a student. One particularly helpful one: the University of California–Berkeley’s Peer Corner blog, which offers advice and insights from students from a variety of majors.2

2. HOW CAN I TRANSLATE THAT INTO A JOB IN MY CHOSEN FIELD?

You’ve got your list. And you’re pretty sure it serves to confirm your desire to build a career in banking. Or maybe you’ve realized you’d really be excited by a career managing a brand or developing new consumer product launches. Or your list is so problem-solver heavy that it’s clear that consulting is right for you. Now it’s gut-check time. Make an appointment with the career services office or peer advisor group at your college and go over your list of skills and your career attractions. These professionals might suggest a series of quizzes or questionnaires to help refine your list. They will also have a strong sense of where in your chosen field those skills will get you in the door—and off to a strong start.

As you shape the list of possibilities, consider what other classes you might need to take in order to round out the required skill set. If, say, it turns out that your penchant for visual thinking and your winning potato-chip campaign in the last marketing class you took make you a perfect candidate to move into branding or marketing for a big consumer goods company, that track will also involve some quantitative knowledge to help you understand concepts like budgeting and market statistics. (You’ll want to look for courses to round out those skills, if you don’t already have them.)

3. WHAT’S IT REALLY LIKE TO DO THOSE JOBS?

Don’t leave the career office just yet. Ask if yours keeps a database of recent graduates and more-experienced alumni who are willing to connect with students interested in similar career paths; most schools do and they’ve been aggressive in the last few years about updating those lists and making inroads with alums on behalf of job-seeking students. Ask for a list of alumni you can reach out to. Check with your parents, professors, and family friends for a similar list. Make the connection with a simple phone call or an e-mail. Introduce yourself—and the person who referred you—and quickly acknowledge that you know this person’s time is valuable, but that you hope he could spend fifteen minutes in the next week or two telling you about his job.

When you chat, ask about a typical day, the next-step jobs your new contact is pursuing, and what those are like (after all, you might want to follow his path), and ask what skills are most critical to get started on the same path. Be sure to ask about the personality types that fit best in the career and the positions your contact has had. You might love the idea of being a junior trader on a stock or commodity exchange, but if you’re the cooperative, teamwork type, you’ll find you don’t have the sharp elbows and a tough-as-nails personality the job might require.

Take careful notes. If you find yourself even more interested—and your contact is nearby and seems enthusiastic about taking you under his wing—ask if you might shadow him for a day. And don’t be lackadaisical with your efforts; even if the first person you reach gives you plenty of time and insight, it’s important to speak with at least three or four people already pursuing each path you’re interested in. Each person will add a little something to your thinking process.

4. CAN I TRY THIS OUT FOR A DAY?

Now you’ve got a pretty good idea of what you want to do. Next up: Ask career services about externships—experiential learning opportunities, similar to internships, but usually lasting a day to a few days, that are designed to give students a flavor of a career in the path that interests them. Unlike an internship, the goal here is to further explore a career, not to get actual experience. A number of universities have set up extensive programs to make externships possible. (Cornell University, for example, has a broad-based extern program that gives students a chance to apply to shadow experienced Cornell alumni over winter break as early as sophomore year—and another spring-break job-shadowing program for freshmen. Many schools, from the elite to public state institutions, offer something similar.) Take advantage of these recent opportunities.

Individual company career portals often have information about such opportunities; of course you can also ask the alumni contacts you’ve spoken to. Most externships will involve a day or two of shadowing a midlevel professional in the careers you’re interested in. In some cases, you can extern for a day or two with several different people in different companies and fields. Often, consulting, accounting, and finance firms—and sometimes engineering concerns—will host their own externships. You’ll need to search the career websites of individual companies for instructions on applying or look for a list at your career services office.


ABOUT THOSE ALUMNI

Hire education blogger (blogs.wsj.com/hire-education) Shalini Sharan, then a senior economics major at Bates College, wrote about her experiences reaching out and finding information about work and internships:

“I was initially hesitant to contact them, but it was easier once I got past the awkwardness and realized that they have all been in my shoes before. I sent out scores of e-mails to alumni working in fields like consulting and research and managed to hear back from most of them. E-mails were followed by phone conversations that helped me immensely in figuring out my summer plans. While these conversations didn’t directly translate into an internship, I made some valuable connections that helped me understand the nature of the jobs I was inquiring about. To be honest, I was looking for any opportunity that could fill an otherwise futile summer, but in the process, I learned where my interests really lie.

“In many cases—especially if there aren’t many options to be found at your school or too-few recruiters in the fields you are interested in visiting your campus—the career portals of the companies you’re interested in working for are among the best places to get comprehensive information about internships. If you want to, say, get an internship at an accounting firm, go to the career websites of the twenty-five largest firms (you can find a list at your career service office or online) and you’ll undoubtedly find information on internship programs. The same is true in many fields.”3
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Another option: be bold, contact a local company, and ask about shadowing an employee or group. Before making that call, research the firm and be ready to offer suggestions about the group, team, or person you’d be most interested in shadowing. You can also contact professional associations most related to the career field you’re considering. They’ll often offer workshops, seminars, or handouts on what the field is really like and might be able to point you to shadowing opportunities that you might not find elsewhere.

Whatever you do, don’t miss out on the opportunity to ask questions of the person you follow for the day. You’re making an educated decision about your future and you can’t do it without arming yourself with firsthand information, insight, and advice. Thank the person you’ve shadowed or externed with in person and with a follow-up e-mail or note. While a day or two of shadowing won’t tell you all you need to know about working in a specific job or career field, you will get a good feel for the type of tasks you’d be handling and the sort of environment you’d be working in every day. What’s more, the contacts you make are sure to be valuable down the road.

Some externships are actually much more structured and involve real work. For example, in late 2010, George Washington University senior Ashley Starks participated in Deloitte Consulting’s federal consulting externship. The externship was a two-day case competition where thirty undergraduate students were introduced to Strategy and Operations Federal Practice Consulting. Case competition materials were handed out and the students divided into teams with just over a day to develop a case to present to senior leaders at the firm. And the students had the opportunity to talk with consultants at every level in the firm and have lunch with firm leaders. Each team’s work analyzing the case they were handed ended with a presentation to those executives, followed by feedback about their performance.4

Ashley walked away with an understanding of the culture and goal-oriented atmosphere at the consulting firm and with insight into the challenges of implementing policy and executive orders as a consultant. By taking advantage of the time she had to talk with consultants and firm executives, Ashley also was able to map out the various career paths and skills she’d need to succeed in the industry. What’s more, the fast pace and level of analysis required—and the desire to impress the execs she was presenting to and chatting with—gave Ashley a clearer view of her strengths and the areas where she needed to learn more and grow.5




End of sample
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THE FASTEST GROWING PROFESSIONAL JOBS
OR THE MOST NEW JOBS THROUGH 2018

Number of Median
Growth new jobs wage Education
Job (percent) | (thousands) | (May2008) needed
Biomedical 72 1.6 $77,400 Bachelor’s
Engineer percent degree
Network Systems/ 53 115.8 71,100 Bachelor's
Data
Communications
Analyst
Financial 41 1m1 70,930 Bachelor's
Examiners
Medical Scientists 40 44.2 72,950 Master’s or
Doctorate
Physician 39 29.2 81,230 Master's
Assistants
Computer Software 34 175.1 85,430 Bachelor's
Engineers (Apps)
Compliance 31 80.8 48,890 Bachelor's
Officers
Accountants and 22 219.4 59,430 Bachelor’s
Auditors
Management 24 178.3 73,750 Bachelor's or
Analysts higher
Financial Analysts 20 50.0 73,670 Bachelor’s or
higher
Civil Engineers 2 67.6 74,600 Bachelor's or
higher
Market Research 28 70.1 61,070 Bachelor’s or
Analysts higher
Public Relations 2 66.2 51,280 Bachelor's
Specialists
Financial Manager/ 1 52.9 Varies by Bachelor’s
Banking job

Source: The Bureau of Labor Statistics” Occupational Outlook Handbook 2008-2018
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