World Service Enquiry have published ‘Working in Development’ – a guide to getting started in the sector. I spoke to one of its co-authors, Kevin Cusack about some of the issues it  raises.  Jeff Riley, The Careers Group, University of London
Jeff. Given the rapid development we are seeing in countries such as China and India is ‘International Development’ a sensible long-term career choice?

Kevin. Well that’s a big question. In one sense if we achieve the Millenium Development Goals it would clearly have an impact on the sector and we are in a sense trying to work ourselves out of jobs. On the other hand despite  the kind of successful development you have mentioned we aren’t seeing any tail off in the jobs that get advertised through WSE.  There may be changes in the kinds of jobs advertised, more jobs in training and support and less field work for example.  This has happened in education already. In other areas we are still seeing a huge demand. There is still a huge shortage of doctors, even more so than water engineers. And there are more security and infrastructure jobs
Jeff. I would imagine also, Kevin, that if people do start a career in international development and then need to switch to a more mainstream career then the fact they have obtained results in difficult conditions would, in any case, look great on their CV.

In the book you give some great ‘top tips’ for those looking to start in the sector.  Have you got any more?

Kevin. Well, I deal a lot with university students and I think there is often some naïveté around about how challenging a sector it is to break into. One student told me he had ‘phoned Oxfam’ for advice and I mention in the book about how, after disasters, relief organisations are swamped with calls from inexperienced people offering to help. All that demonstrates is a lack of understanding of how the sector works. So my tip is for people to raise their level of knowledge before applying. Its no good wanting to get in because you find it ‘interesting’ or you are engaged in very general ways with issues such as gender or HIV.  You need to be specific about the roles you are looking for.
Another tip is to just go out and get a job, not necessarily in development. Nor even necessarily in the not-for-profit sector. Get a job where you can demonstrate that you are competent and can do something. It won’t be sending you off track but will help you get some credibility.  For a lot of entry level jobs in the sector a grasp of mailmerge will be a practical skill that may be more directly relevant than a PhD.
Also, get involved. I can sometimes talk to a group of 20 students and only a couple will be volunteering. I know its tough getting through courses and meeting other commitments but it is really important and will help you shape your applications as well as network.
Finally, there isn’t a single source of information about the sector. You will need to get up to speed with where the jobs are being advertised and be dedicated to applying. It takes time and commitment – three or four times a week.
‘Working in Development’ is available from World Service Enquiry and costs £10.99  Details at www.wse.org.uk
