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May 2009. Jeff Riley, Careers Adviser, The Careers Group, University of London

Ali Dalal, a UK property lawyer working in Dubai is considering a career change from law to emergency humanitarian relief or international development.  We interviewed him after he had attended the five day, ‘Essentials of Humanitarian Practice’  course in London run by RedR, a training and recruitment charity.

Why did you choose this course?   I am looking to break into this sector from a standing start.  The RedR course was billed as an introductory course, suitable for those new to the sector.  I was also convinced it was a good move for me after calling them directly to discuss my current situation.

In addition to that, my attendance on the course would demonstrate my interest and commitment to this career change, regardless of the quality of the course content.  Perhaps more usefully, it would be an excellent networking opportunity.  I had made a lot of contacts at the Dubai International Humanitarian Aid & Development Conference and Exhibition 2009 (DIHAD) and, since those contacts were people already in the sector, I thought the RedR course would be an excellent way to meet people in a similar position to myself.  Overall, it seemed to be a good way to make a first step for a relatively small investment of time and money. 

Was it worth it?   Yes.  The course was excellent, both in content and the quality of the trainers.  It contained a general introduction to the humanitarian sector, how it has evolved and an outline of the life cycle from a disaster, to the immediate humanitarian response through to the longer term development and, ideally, preparation to mitigate the effects of any future disasters.  The course was also very engaging, with numerous practical exercises, and dealt with participants' own motivations, challenges to those motivations and teamwork issues.  The course had around 20 people on it.  There was a very good and interesting range of people there, some with sector experience as well as people like me who were new to the sector.

What were the highlights of the course?   The trainers were highly experienced, as were the guest speakers.  For example, RedR invited a BBC journalist to come and talk to us about the role of the media and dealing with journalists from an insider's point of view.  We also had a very experienced humanitarian professional from the Red Cross come to talk to us about his experiences and answer our questions.

The biggest highlight was the practical simulation exercise.  It is counter-productive to give details here since part of the learning comes from being thrown into it, unaware and unprepared, but I was very surprised how effective and engaging it was, provided you accept the challenge and get involved.  I gained some very useful insights and experience from doing this exercise and it is this, in particular, which made the course really valuable to me.  

Were there any ‘low lights’?   The course was tough and challenging which, unsurprisingly, some people found hard to deal with.  Watching the documentary on Rwanda was particularly disturbing but an essential part of the course and a very good illustration of the grim realities of this sector and the challenges of working it in.  I was surprised that the pre-course reading focused exclusively on law but that was because it can be the hardest information for participants to digest.  Understanding the legal framework that governs the work and actions of humanitarian organisations and their staff is key so, for non-lawyers, it is useful to have looked at this in advance. 

What will you take from the course?   A key point was how non-linear careers in this sector are, in contrast to law where your career path is very clearly and narrowly defined.  In this sector, you have to be prepared to adapt and improvise.  There is no such thing as a traditional career path but also no such thing as a 'right' career path, especially as your interests and skills develop over time, and you may not end up doing what you intended to do at the outset.  To that extent, it can be a forgiving career path and, as one of the speakers said, it can be a ‘career built on mistakes’.

*
More details on this and other RedR courses at www.redr.org.uk. Email training@redr.org.uk 

*
A full guide to getting into international development www.careers.lon.ac.uk/development 

