Why Second Careers Are Harder
Than You Think
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Advice for individuals who hope to enter a second career is plentiful. Coaching for those seeking
a career pivot is an industry unto itself. Often, employees who want to change careers are
counseled to research their target field, take courses to qualify them for new roles, and to
network connections who may provide insights into the field and its opportunities.
Understanding that career pivots likely require candidates to step back into entry-level roles,
those interested are advised to squirrel away enough financial resources to see them through
their second round as a tyro.

But how realistic is this advice? Not very. The facts are that most recruiters don’t offer much
hope for midcareerists who want to make a change, even if the change means that they can
leverage prior experience in the new role.

Let’s examine the realities surrounding the most common forms of advice.

Considering taking courses to earn the credentials for your new career? That typically only
works for students and for future entrepreneurs. Employers aren’t interested in what you've
studied-they want results achieved through your experience. So if you're a recent graduate,
academic degrees will get you in the door. If you're pivoting midcareer, that new degree in a
different field may be of little use.

You may be willing to return to an entry-level position, but employers aren’t all that comfortable
placing more senior people in junior roles to allow them to earn experience in their new career.
It is great if you are comfortable with reporting to managers who may be the same age as your
own children, but it isn’t often that you will find employers who are on board with that dynamic.

Compensation is another reality that may prove awkward to manage. Midcareer professionals
have become comfortable with a salary level that may be far above what they can expect by
changing careers. Even if you prepared for this contingency, employers tend to benchmark
salaries based on prior pay. When asked, “What is your current compensation?” the person
making a career pivot who responds with a six-figure number isn’t likely to be considered for a
job paying $50,000.

Does this mean that there is no hope for a second career? While it isn’t nearly as simple as some
career coaches would have to believe, here are some practical options:

Regardless of what you do now, you can pivot into a career recruiting for the field you know well.
If you've worked in finance or law, recruiting firms that target those fields will gladly leverage
your experience. Clinicians can work for pharmaceutical firms, educators for curriculum
development companies, and so on.

Startups and small-to-mid sized companies provide many opportunities to wear multiple hats. [t
is more of an “it needs to get done-whoever is willing to take it on, do it!” mind-set than you’ll
find at highly matrixed large corporations.
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But if you do work in a large, matrixed company, networking may be your ticket to a new
position. Develop relationships with those in your target department and you will more likely to
be considered for jobs where you have no actual experience than you would by applying from
the outside. Once a hiring manager knows you, there is less resistance to your lack of experience
because your abilities are well known.

The bottom line: Second careers aren’t as likely in the corporate world as some would have you
believe. For the truly committed, the entrepreneurial route may well be the best way to achieve

your goal.
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