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From Consultancy to Development – A case study
By Jeff Riley, Careers Adviser at The Careers Group, University of London. March 2008

Susan Smandych
Susan works for Plan International in the UK managing the implementation of a global IT and business process transformation project. This post is a stage on a journey from a career in consultancy in Canada to achieving her longer term goal of working in international development in the developing world.
I graduated in Canada in engineering chemistry. I knew after college that I wanted a career that would be broader based than a career as a professional engineer would have provided. Consultancy appealed because I could see that many of my core skills as an engineer would still be used – particularly problem solving and analytical skills. 
Susan worked initially as a consultant for Accenture on several software engineering projects which developed additional skills in project delivery, change management at increasingly responsible levels.  “While still a consultant I had the opportunity, through Accenture Development Partnerships  to live and work in Africa for Plan International, an international child-sponsorship NGO.  Accenture Development Partnerships  allows their consultants to periodically work with NGOs.  This experience exposed my underlying passion for a career in the development sector so I transitioned from my consultant role to working for the NGO directly. Africa changed my life. I realised how lucky I was to have access to what I had taken for granted. Also what I saw in Africa was people’s courage, passion and innovation. They were achieving a lot with so little. I realised that my vocation was to help people in the developing world solve their problems.  The project with Plan International  involved working with their clients all around the world. I was responsible for an entire phase of work that was dependent on global input and approvals and on site in Kenya, Ghana, South Africa and the UK, Japan and Germany.”
While Susan returned to mainstream Accenture work after nine months she was aware that she was now looking for an opportunity to move across to a permanent role in international development. Shortly afterwards the chance came to project manage the Plan International work she had acted as a consultant on.  This involved a move to the UK.  The work is an global IT and business process transformation project, using digitization and associated technology to keep sponsors of children up to date with the impact their donations are making. To deepen her engagement with development related issues Susan has also embarked on a Master in Development Studies at Birkbeck College, University of London. “The Masters is increasing and formalising my knowledge of the issues, politics and economics of the development sector; giving me a chance to share my experience with others; and preparing me for my longer term goals – for example as a potential Country Director – by balancing my technical background with a social science qualification. I chose Birkbeck because it was available part-time, was reasonably priced, had the backing of the University of London and the course had been recommended to me by colleagues – especially because of its diverse student body and faculty. Plan International has encouraged Susan’s studies and have already assessed her as a potential Country Director.  

“I have no regrets about the route I have chosen,” says Susan. “Accenture provided lots of learning and skills development. It also gave me a chance to experience Africa.  Its been over ten years since I graduated but during that time I have earned a good salary and put together the right combination of international and project experiences that now has me working in the sector I want to work in and on track for the level of role I feel I am capable of.
