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CHAPTER 1 CAREER MYTHS

The scope and nature of work in the world is constantly changing. 

Getting a job used to be relatively straight forward. Before the mid-

20th century the world was much simpler. Pathways to careers were 

also much simpler. Many people would follow in the footsteps of 

their parents, doing similar training, and following on to do similar 

work. Those who moved away from the “family business”, may have 

aspired to something different; perhaps to become a doctor, teacher 

or engineer. In almost all of these careers, there was a relatively well 

established path to follow. It might have involved going to university, 

then gaining employment as an intern, learning on the job and over 

the decades advancing your career. 

Unlike days gone by – where a career 

may have been a process of following 

in your parents’ footsteps - today’s path 

to a career is much more focussed on 

what you can do for yourself to enhance 

your opportunities. 

It is a known fact that even today, many 

jobs are filled through ‘word of mouth’ 

i.e. someone knows of someone that 

would fit the job, rather than through 

advertising. This is usually achieved 

through ‘networking’. Networking 

involves hard work! You need to be 

‘seen’ to be doing useful things for 

others. You need to be considered 

capable, reliable and friendly in order to 

build a network of contacts that respect 

you, and are willing to put your name 

forward to potential employers. 

Employers look for people that are 

knowledgeable, able and positive. 

However they also look for potential, so 

although your knowledge and skills may 

still be still evolving, if you have the right 

 !!"!#$%&' '()*"!"+%' ((,) -./' '-)01$%0!'

manner, the ability to transfer the skills 

you already have to their business, and 

the willingness to learn and grow - you 

will be looked upon very favourably. 

CAREER MYTHS

There are lots of incorrect assumptions 

that people commonly make about 

careers. Some of these things which 

may have been true in the past are, in 

recent times, a myth. 

Choose a career carefully and you 

will be set for life – This is Untrue!

In the past many people would decide 

on a career path in their teens and stay 

on the same (or similar) path for their 

entire working life. Others just took what 

was readily available to them and stayed 

in the job for life. Today people not only 

change jobs with increasing frequency, 

but many have several different jobs, 

sometimes in different industries at the 

same time; and most people change 

industries one or more times over the 

course of their working life.

You need to choose the right 

course to get the job you want 

– This is Untrue!

In the past, there was often only one 

well established entry point to a career. 
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To become a tradesman you would 

need to do an apprenticeship, to be a 

teacher or educator you would need 

a University degree, to design houses 

you would need to be an architect, 

and to be in a management role you 

would need a University degree. Often 

a young person will not know what 

they want to do in life, and will choose 

a course that gives them a broad 

education– it may be a generalist 

arts degree or diploma that includes 

subjects such as creative writing, 

psychology, languages, social studies, 

anthropology and so on. Employers 

these days see the value in people 

that have a good general education, 

because this means they often have a 

more lateral approach to their work. In 

some industries though, employers may 

look more favourably on a certificate or 

diploma level course that has focused 

on experiential learning (within a 

specific field) for example horticulture, 

medicine or agriculture. 

Once you get the right job, you will 

be secure for life  

– This is Untrue!

In the past once you had established 

your career pathway, you had a high 

level of security. You knew where 

your working life was heading, 

you understood opportunities for 

advancement, you knew when you were 

likely to retire, and were aware of the 

financial situation you were likely to 

find yourself in upon retirement. This 

too has changed – most people start 

on a path and deviate from it many 

times in their working life. Job security 

is not a ‘given’ and you must be very 

proactive in planning for your retirement 

(even from quite a young age). Social 

security pensions are no longer seen as 

a right, and in the future people will be 

expected to fund their own retirement. 

If you work hard enough, 

you can get the job you want 

– Only Sometimes True!

Certain types of jobs are constantly 

disappearing and being replaced by 

new types of jobs. No matter how hard 

you work you won’t get the job you are 

working towards if that industry changes 

and that type of job disappears. A job 

that appeals to you from the outside 

isn’t always what it appears from the 

inside. Even if you work hard, you may 

still not get a job because it does not fit 

with your temperament, or you live in 

the wrong location, or perhaps there are 

simply too many other people competing 

for the job. You need to be flexible in 

your approach when looking for work – 

this transfers to others during interviews 

too and people that are flexible and 

positive to change will always find work 

(even if it may not be exactly what they 

wanted in the first instance. 

If you get a University 

education you will earn more 

– This is Untrue!

Lots of university graduates end up 

unemployed, this is unrelated to the fact 

that they went to university - reasons for 

this may be that there is an over-supply 

of graduates in their field, or perhaps 

what they studied is not as relevant to 

the jobs on offer, or the course may not 

be as good as what others have studied. 

Certain professions do not necessarily 

pay a lot either. Many jobs in the welfare 

industry for instance are low paid, 

when compared with what a doctor or 

engineer might be paid; even though 

all of these professions may require a 

similar amount of academic effort to get 

a degree. University graduates are not 

offered huge salaries upon graduation! 

Like everyone they have to start at the 

bottom. Today employers are more 
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likely to view a graduate as ‘entry level’ 
than ever before. Graduates also find 
that when they do find a job that there 
is so much more to learn – a degree 
or diploma will give you a start, but will 
certainly not teach you everything, and 
not guarantee big money.

A job with government is more 

secure than one in private 

enterprise – This is Untrue!

This is often touted, but since the global 
financial crisis many governments have 
sacked large numbers of employees. 
No job can be considered as ‘secure’ 
these days.

You will earn more money by 

running your own business 

– This is only Sometimes True!

The vast majority of small businesses 
fail, and many that survive will see 
their owners working long hours and 
weekends to simply survive. A minority 
of small businesses however, will thrive. 
The owners of thriving businesses get 
noticed, and because they are noticed, 
give the impression that being a business 
owner is a highly desirable situation. The 
failures get far less attention. 

These and other such “truths” are 
“myths” in the modern workplace. Many 
people do not properly appreciate these 
myths about employment and careers.

When you stop and think though; the 
things that we commonly hear in the 
media and hear talked about in society 
are often contradictory.

For example,young people are often told 
that they need a college or university 
education to be assured of a successful 
career in a particular industry; but media 
reports are constantly being published 

that show graduates not following a 
career path in the discipline they studied.

Governments often identify needs in 
education at a particular point in time, 
and then set about working through 
a bureaucratic process of industry 
input, course development and funding 
allocations, which results in a course being 
launched several years later in response to 
!. !'"$%0!"1%$'0%%$2'34!%0'5, $# !%*'6%5"0'
to emerge from a diploma or degree six 
7% ,*'),'8),%' 4!%,' '0%%$'9 *'"$%0!"1%$'
– by this time the entire economy may 
have taken another turn or the need may 
have changed. At the same time, we 
often read that half of the jobs that will be 
available in 5 years time have not yet been 
conceived. Is it any wonder that more than 
half of the graduates from many tertiary 
-)#,*%*'10$'$"41-#:!7'5%!!"05'9),;<

There are reasons for these 
contradictions. Teens and young adults 
often take advice from parents and 
grandparents who are trying to pass on 
their experience and words of wisdom - 
given to them by their parents, teachers 
and grandparents.

  Wisdom from the past is not as 
relevant in today’s world. Things 
a grandparent heard from their 
grandparent may have been true at 
the time they were spoken, but that 
ancestor may have formulated their 
ideas about getting a job over a 
hundred years ago! 

  Many people take advice from 
teachers who have never known 
anything but teaching. A person 
who goes from being a university 
science student at age 20, to being 
a teacher at age 21 and a careers 
advisor at age 30, may not be 
the best person to advise on how 
businesses make decisions about 
who they employ and why.
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  People think that if they find their 
niche, and get established, they 
will be set for life - this is untrue. 
Everything is changing. Most people 
change jobs every few years and 
may move to totally different careers 
several times throughout their 
working life.

  There have been changes in the 
modern world that have opened 
up opportunities that would be 
unfathomable certainly for your 
grandparents, and possibly for your 
parents. There are ways to make 
money that never existed in the 
past, especially through the internet. 
Businesses can be conducted on 
a global, rather than a local scale. 
Many people have become self-made 
millionaires due to this possibility. 

Many people think “If I do this course; 
I will get this job” In the real world, this 
"*' '87!.2'=# :"1- !")0*' ,%'*)8%!"8%*'
important, when and where governments 
have legislated to make it compulsory 
to have a certain qualification. Doctors 
and lawyers for instance, usually need 
to be registered to work in their jobs; 
and registration would require certain 
university level qualifications. However 
many industries are simply not like this. 

Here are some examples:

  Lots of people study journalism 
degrees, but many of the people 
who work as journalists do not have 
a degree in journalism. Some people 
who have degrees in journalism 
may not work as journalists – they 
may work in marketing or business 
development for example. 

  Lots of people obtain PhDs only to 
6%'!):$'!.%7' ,%')+%,'># :"1%$?'9.":%'
(%)(:%'9"!.':%**%,'># :"1- !")0*' ,%'
frequently seen beating them to a job. 

  Some of the wealthiest and most 

successful business owners are 

university or high school drop outs.

Some people who have 

degrees in journalism may 

not work as journalists 

– they may work in 

marketing or business 

development.

  Graduates from I.T. degrees often 

struggle to find work in I.T., while 

“computer nerds” who taught 

themself about I.T. at home are often 

more successful in that industry, 

without ever having done any formal 

study at all. 
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  People who study business, 

accounting or other subjects 

because their parents encourage 

them into what they perceive as a 

secure and high earning profession, 

often fail to succeed in the area 

they studied because, despite 

having the qualification, they do not 

have a passion or natural affinity 

for the industry which is needed 

for success. Many students that 

receive very high results in their 

final school year are encouraged 

into medicine or law because their 

parents or others view these are 

prestigious professions. However 

in the past medicine, for example, 

was thought of as a ‘vocation’ (a 

calling) rather than a course of study 

you undertook because you are 

very clever. People that undertake 

study due to outside pressure do 

not always succeed, even if they do 

complete their studies they may not 

go on to be successful in their field.

  A college or university that is 

dependent upon getting enrolments 

in order to remain viable is going to 

have a bias to encourage students 

to do their courses, whether 

relevant or not. They may also give 

unrealistic expectations to potential 

students – an example of this is 

the I.T. and multi-media industries 

– graduates in these courses ten 

years ago were told that they would 

be ‘head hunted’ even before they 

finished their courses and step 

straight into very high paying roles. 

In reality this caused an over-

supply of graduates that were either 

unemployed for lengthy periods, or 

had to do further studies to make 

themselves employable. Those 

that did find work started on very 

modest salaries, even after 4 or 5 

years of study.

WHAT TO DO ABOUT 

THESE MYTHS AND 

MISCONCEPTIONS?

  First of all, recognise the fact that 
the world is changing.

  Recognise that it is unlikely you will 
10$'!.%'(%,4%-!'@)6/'*%!!:%'"0!)'"!/'
and remain comfortable and secure, 
doing the same thing, for your entire 
working life. This may have happened 
!)'8 07'(%)(:%'14!7'7% ,*' 5)/'6#!'"!'
is an increasingly rare situation today.

  While you are young, focus on 
building broader based knowledge 
and experience, rather than 
something too specialised. That 
way, you keep your options to move 
from job to job and industry to 
industry more open.

  Always be on the lookout for 
opportunities to improve yourself; be 
open to learning (in whatever way 
necessary), even if you have to spend 
time learning what you don’t like, or do 
not really want to do. Don’t move from 
job to job too fast - or you will develop 
a reputation as being unreliable. 
Don’t stay in the same job for too 
long, unless it offers opportunities for 
growth; otherwise you may become 
stagnant and lose your capacity to 
keep improving your position.

  Speak with people who have 
experience in the area you are 
interested in. Find out what their 
journey was to get to where they 
are. Ask lots of questions about 
the realities of the job. Do work 
experience in a field you are 
interested in to gain insights into 
whether it is for you or not, and 
valuable experience for when you 
are going for a job. 


