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A group of aid and relief workers coordinate their plans during a search and rescue mission in Haiti following the massive earthquake in the country. Photo by: Aaron Shelley / U.S. Navy

You already work in international development but want to switch to another type of aid organization? You’ve been a humanitarian aid consultant but want to change pace? You’re a nurse who wants to work in global health?

 

Luckily, there is a wide variety of opportunities in global development, where aid jobs run the gamut from technical expert in the field to portfolio manager at headquarters.

 

Before you make a move, however, you’ll want to make sure your next job is right for you. Here’s some advice from career experts on how to figure out if a particular position or organization is a good fit.

 

Look at current and past jobs
Think about your current job. What do you enjoy about it, and why do you want to move on? Examine previous work and volunteer experiences similarly, as well.

 

“Pull out a copy of your existing resume and look at each job you’ve had in past,” said Shana Montesol Johnson, a certified career and executive coach based in the Philippines who works with many aid workers around the globe. “What did you love about each one? What were the high points?”

 

This could be the people you worked with, the community you served, the issues you handled or the skills you used on a particular aid initiative. Perhaps you enjoyed monitoring & evaluation or project management, and want to expand your strengths in those areas.

 

Think about the role you played in each job (as a chief of party or independent consultant, for instance) as well as the location. Some people love being in the field in a more rural area, whereas others prefer urban settings. Are you drawn to a particular country or region – and if so, why?

 

On the flip side, review your resume and think if there was anything you disliked about particular experiences. For instance, you might dislike writing evaluation reports or project proposals but spent most of the day crafting them, or maybe you felt isolated working as an individual contractor and prefer being part of a team.

 

“These can be clues to the job seeker about what career opportunities will best suit them,” Johnson said.

 

Consider career assessment tests
Career assessment tests can help some individuals, especially career starters, figure out what they enjoy doing and what their main skills are. Many of these self-assessment tests can be accessed online, and they may provide insights even for experienced aid workers looking for change.

 

The Myers-Brigg test, for instance, can be used to explore career options based on personality type. Another test that is sometimes used by universities and governments to gauge interest is John Holland’s RIASEC model. The widely used Keirsey Temperament Sorter assesses the type of temperament people have and divides personalities into Artisans, Guardians, Rationals and Idealists.

 

Many colleges offer free or discounted career tests for current students or alumni. It’s important to remember that although these tests can help you explore career options, they shouldn’t be thought of as offering a definitive assessment of which job is best for you.

 

Learn about particular jobs and organizations
Perhaps you’ve always aspired to a plum assignment with the World Bank or Save the Children. But remember – not every organization, or job, will be a good fit for you, however promising the opportunity may sound in general.

 

What can you do to get a sense of the job market? The answer may be obvious.

 

“Read job lists,” said Kevin Cusack, a career coach and director of World Service Enquiry in the United Kingdom.

 

As a Devex member, you should already be receiving a variety of publications via e-mail, including newsletters containing the latest international development jobs and global aid news. The Devex website also allows you to create keyword-based jobs and news alerts for everything from “microfinance” to “Pakistan” or “USAID.”

 

>> Sign up for Devex newsletters or create a news or jobs alert
 

By reading descriptions of particular jobs, you’ll learn if you have the qualifications necessary for them or if you need additional skills or experience before you will be ready to apply. Reading the newsletters published by the particular aid organization you’re interested in may help you understand the core values of a potential employer, and whether you share those values.

 

“You’ll soon work out if an organization is right for you,” Cusack noted.

 

In addition to signing up for e-mail newsletters, you can also read about different NGOs and donor agencies on these organizations’ websites as well as on devex.com. Devex’s Global Directory, in particular, contains valuable business information about thousands of public and private-sector development organizations.

 

Talk to other professionals
Another great way to figure out if a particular type of job is really a good fit is to talk with other international development professionals. These might be people you know well, or people you network with through the Devex People database.

 

Another tip, especially for career starters and those looking for full-time employment: Seek out informational interviews.

 

“Talk to people who have the job you are interested in,” said Alanna Shaikh, an international development professional who also publishes an e-newsletter with career advice.

 

Individuals working in the positions you’re interested in can tell you more about the type of work you’ll be doing. What are the good parts of the job, and what are the challenges? Does your vision of the job match the reality of it?

 

“The good news is that people move around a lot,” said Shaikh. “Generally, everyone is pretty happy to talk to one another.”

 

If you’re interested in a particular organization, talk to people there about what it is actually like to work for the employer. They can also serve as useful connections that might be able to help you find jobs in the future.

 

Attend job fairs
Events such as career fairs can present great networking opportunities. Perhaps the career fair recruiter you’re speaking with doesn’t know much about a particular position you’re interested in. But they might agree to help arrange a conversation with the communications or legal department if you are interested in that type of position.

 

“You can also use fairs to get some free advice from the organization,” said Jeff Riley, who runs a Facebook page for individuals looking for jobs in international development. “Ask what kinds of gaps they see and how you can best fill those gaps. If they don’t know, ask them to put you in touch with someone at the organization who might be able to help.”

 

Key to making a good first impression: Research the organizations you intend to meet with before you attend a career fair or networking event. After all, you are potentially making a pitch for a job.

 

“You don’t want to present yourself as someone who is wandering around aimlessly,” Riley said. “Go with a sense of purpose and target the kind of NGOs you want to work with or those that match your interests or expertise. Let them know one of the reasons you’ve come to the fair is specifically to meet with them.”

 

Remember that on-the-spot hiring occurs rarely at career fairs, but that making a good first impression can open doors – and that especially if you’re speaking with junior recruiters, you may get away with asking the types of questions on salary range and benefits that you wouldn’t ask in a serious job interview.

 

>> How to Ace an International Development Career Fair
>> Job Interview Secrets: How to Win Over a Development Recruiter
>> How to Dress for an International Development Job Interview
 

Many trade associations, universities and other groups host career fairs and networking events for those seeking to work in the aid sector, for those interested in nonprofit jobs or working in government. One of the most popular series of career fairs for development aid, humanitarian relief and global health workers is hosted by Devex: the Devex International Development Career Fair, which is geared toward mid- to senior-level professionals.

 

Think about hiring a career coach
If you’re still not sure if a particular position or organization is a good match for your skills, background and interests, a qualified career coach may be able to help. He or she can help you figure out what’s next in your career and how to make it happen. Look for someone who has worked with development professionals in the past or who has experience working in the industry. Also, consider hiring a coach that has credentials through an organization such the International Coach Federation.

 

