A Guide to Financially Preparing
for a Career Change

The information presented here is for general reference only, and may or may not be appropriate for
your specific situation. A conversation with a financial professional will allow your specific facts, goals
and overall financial situation to be taken into consideration before advice is given. First Tennessee
does not offer tax or legal advice. You should consult your personal tax and/or legal advisor concerning
your individual situation.

In the midst of all the uncertainty created by the high levels of unemployment and underemployment of the
past couple of years, millions of Americans are now dealing with career changes.
If you are considering a career change or are currently in the midst of one, there are some things you can do
that will help the transition go more smoothly and increase your chances of career success. We’ve created
this guide to help you do just this. Inside you’ll find a step-by-step guide to changing careers as well as a list
of self-assessment resources to help you determine which new careers might be best for you and a career
satisfaction quiz.
If you have any questions about the material included in this guide, please feel free to contact us.

Is It Time for a Career Change?
Some employment experts are saying that the Great Recession has created a fundamental restructuring of
the U.S. economy and workplace as we transition into the technology and information age. This is similar to
previous macro transitions, like the one from the agricultural to the industrial age.
Unfortunately, many employees have been caught in the crossfire. Laid-off workers in some industries are
discovering that job opportunities in careers and fields they’ve been in for decades are few and far in
between, forcing them to consider changing careers to increase their chances of finding a job.
Not all career changes are involuntary, however. While laid-off workers struggling to find jobs make the news
headlines, there are many people who decide on their own that it’s time for a career change. This may be due
to many different factors, including:
• Lifestyle and life cycle changes. For example, maybe you began a career in sales when you were young and
single, and you viewed the heavy travel schedule as a benefit, since it allowed you to see many new parts of
the country. But now that you have a family, the travel has become a burden and you want to find a new job
and career that lets you spend more time at home.
• Job burnout and/or boredom. It’s not unusual to get bored and burnt-out after spending many years in the
same job and/or industry. However, it’s important to distinguish between burnout/boredom as it applies to a
particular job and/or company versus an entire career.
• Worsening job outlook. As noted earlier, the restructuring of the U.S. economy is resulting in the virtual
elimination of jobs in some sectors, like many manufacturing industries. Seeing the writing on the wall,
many of these employees are being proactive and starting the process of career change before they end up
unemployed.
• Work-life imbalance and too much stress. Over time, highly stressful jobs and careers can take their toll on
an individual’s physical and emotional health, as can a long-term imbalance between work and home/family
life.
• Greater earning potential. Many individuals simply decide that they’d like to earn more money than is
possible in their current career.
• Scratching the entrepreneurial itch. After years working in the corporate world, some individuals decide
that it’s time to strike out on their own, either by hanging a shingle and becoming self-employed or starting
a small business.
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A Step-by-Step Guide to Changing Careers
Several decades ago, it was common for most people to
work in one career- and often just one job- for their entire
working lives. Today things are different. Now, the average
American will hold between 10 and 12 jobs throughout
his or her working life and change careers at least three
times, according to the U.S. Department of Labor. In
today’s workplace, job and career changes are not only
common, they’re pretty much expected—especially when
you consider that eight out of 10 employees say they are
dissatisfied with some important aspect of their job or
career.*
Maybe it’s just the job or employer they don’t like, in
which case looking for a new job within the same field
may solve the problem. But if it’s the actual work itself
that is causing dissatisfaction and unhappiness, then a
full-scale career change may be the only solution.
Regardless of whether the career change you’re
considering is voluntary or involuntary, it’s important that
you go about the process in a systematic and strategic
way. Following is a step-by-step guide to changing your
career.

View Your Career
As An Asset
When you think of the assets that you
possess, you probably think of things like
your home, checking and savings accounts,
retirement savings, vehicles, etc. But what
about your career?
Think about it: For a 22-year-old starting his
first job out of college who earns an average
of $50,000 over a 40-year working career,
this career is worth $2 million.
When viewed through this lens, choosing
the right career takes on even more
significance. Making a wise career change
that extends your career life and earning
capacity can have a significant impact on
your future wealth, security and ability to
retire comfortably someday.

1. Perform an honest self-assessment.
This first step is the most important step, but it’s also the one most people skip. Trying to decide on a new
career without a clear idea of your strengths, weaknesses, interests, values, skills, etc., will likely only result
in frustration and failure.
Start by looking back on job roles, projects and volunteer work that you have enjoyed in the past. Even if you
are not satisfied with your current job or career as a whole, there are probably at least a couple of aspects
of it that you do enjoy.
For example, if you are in sales, maybe a heavy travel schedule is wearing you down. However, you do enjoy
meeting new prospects and strategizing how your products can help them succeed. If so, the solution could
be a different sales job that doesn’t require so much travel, or maybe a move into the marketing field, where
you can spend more time planning and strategizing.
Fortunately, there are many different resources available to help you perform a self-assessment. See the box
on page 6 for a list of some of the most popular books and personality/career assessment tools and tests.

* Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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2. Explore different career options.
By helping identify the areas where you have specific strengths and weaknesses, as well as what your
genuine interests are (and aren’t) and what kinds of natural and learned skills and abilities you have, your
self-assessment should give you a very good idea of potential new careers where you stand a good chance
of thriving.
At this point, it may be helpful to get some professional career counseling. If you have a personal coach or
mentor, his or her input and advice would also be valuable, as would input from close family members and
friends, professional business acquaintances, professors/instructors, etc.

3. Lay the groundwork.
Here we’re talking about the time-tested basics of preparing for a job search. However, if you haven’t looked
for a job in a number of years, you need to become familiar with how the world of job searching in the 21st
century has changed.
It still all starts with a resumé. Depending on how long it has been since you conducted a job search, either
dust off your old resumé and prepare to update it or just create a new one from scratch. The rules of resumé
writing haven’t changed much, either: Keep it short and concise (one to two pages is preferable), lead with
a strong summary of your qualifications for the job, and account for any gaps in your employment history.
Many career placement experts and counselors now consider new online job search tools to be just as
important as a resumé—these include social media sites like LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter, a personal
blog, and your own personal website.
Think of LinkedIn as a more “professional” version of the popular social media site Facebook: It allows you
to create what is essentially an online resumé but with much more detail than you can include in a one- or
two-page document. You can also ask colleagues, associates, former employers and supervisors to write
recommendations that will appear on your LinkedIn profile page.
Creating a personal website is a great way to help set yourself apart from other job seekers. There is a
plethora of information available on the Internet that can help practically anyone build a personal site, and
hosting and a domain name can cost less than $100 a year. Also create a Twitter account and start building
a solid base of followers and tweeting on a regular basis.

4. Develop new skills.
In order to change careers—or even to advance in your existing career, for that matter—you must be proactive
when it comes to learning new things and expanding your professional skill set. If you like to justify the status
quo by thinking (or even saying), “Well, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks,” it’s going to be very difficult
to make a successful career transition.
The good news is that there are more opportunities today than ever to expand your learning and skill sets.
Distance education, or taking courses (university, community college, trade school, etc.) online from home at
your own pace and schedule, is growing increasingly popular for everything from acquiring an MBA to basic
job-training skills.
Another idea is to identify a mentor in your potential new field who would be willing to help you break in.
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Spend as much time with this person as you can:
Pick his or her brain and ask for honest feedback on
how well your background and experience position
you for the career switch and what you can do to be
better prepared. Offer to compensate this mentor, if
necessary, whether monetarily or just by buying an
occasional dinner.

Creating a Budget
OK, we said it—the dreaded “B” word:
budget. But some financial sacrifices may
be necessary if you’re going to embark on
a career change, and budgeting is the best

Finally, look for opportunities in your current job/career
to expand your knowledge and skills. Take advantage
of training and seminars offered by your current
employer, as well as opportunities to cross-train and
take on different responsibilities. A writer or editor, for
example, could launch a brand new career in publication
layout and design by attending seminars that teach
computer graphics and then offering to help co-workers
with these tasks.

way to adjust your lifestyle and finances to
accommodate these changes.
Creating a budget is a fairly easy and painless
exercise once you commit yourself to actually
doing it. Software programs can help, or you
can do it the old-fashioned way, with a pencil
and pad of paper.
Simply write down all of your monthly
expenses on one side of a piece of paper
and all of your monthly income on the other

5. Plan ahead for the transition.

side. For most people, expenses will include

You should realize that changing careers may involve
making some sacrifices. For example, you may have
to start out your new career on the bottom rung of the
proverbial ladder, making less money than you’re used
to and enjoying less authority and prestige. You may also
have to work long hours to prove yourself in your new
career, or work two jobs in order make the full transition.
Start planning for all of these scenarios well ahead
of time. You may be able to ease the transition by
serving volunteer hours in your new career and/or an
apprenticeship or internship, or getting a part-time job
or doing some freelance work in your new career while
still working your current job. If you’d like to pursue a
veterinary career, for example, you could spend some
time volunteering at a local animal shelter.

mortgage or rent; utilities; car expenses
(including insurance); groceries and food;
health and life insurance premiums; cable
TV, Internet and cellular phone bills; and
entertainment. Some of these expenses
will be fixed (like your mortgage/rent and
insurance premiums, for example) and some
will fluctuate.
Your goal is to make sure that the income
side of the page is greater than or equal
to the expense side. If you need to tighten
the budget belt, start by looking at variable
expenses like entertainment and eating out.
Many people are amazed at how quickly
“found” money adds up when they stop
eating lunch out every day or stopping on the
way to work for an expensive cup of coffee.

Also start saving extra money well in advance of the
transition. Having between three and six months of
living expenses set aside in a liquid savings account will
help remove some of the financial pressure of paying your bills during the transition time. Create a budget
that cuts out as many discretionary expenses as possible. See the sidebar on this page for some budgeting
tips to help you adjust your spending during the transition time.
This also might be a good time to look into your options for obtaining a loan, whether to help finance more
education to prepare you for a new career or to simply provide a financial bridge during the transition. Your
First Tennessee representative can speak with you about what kinds of financing options may be available.
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6. Start your job search.
If you’ve diligently completed these first five steps, you
should be ready to dig into the process of the actual job
search itself. Like laying the groundwork, though, the job
search process is also very different now than it was in
years past.
It used to be that the Sunday newspaper’s classified ad
section was the job searcher’s most valuable tool. Today,
however, most job search activity occurs online. You can
certainly start with your newspaper’s classifieds, especially
if you only want to search locally, but you no longer have to
wait for Sunday—most newspapers post and update help
wanted and job listings online on a daily basis.
Your next stop should be the major online job boards,
like Monster.com and CareerBuilder.com. These massive
sites allow you to perform detailed job searches by many
different criteria: job category, description, industry,
location, etc. Also check out the websites of industry
and trade associations within the career field you’re
searching—these often feature help wanted bulletin
boards and job postings.
One thing that hasn’t changed when it comes to finding
the right job is the importance of networking. “It’s not
what you know, it’s who you know,” the old saying goes,
and this is as true today as ever. Take advantage of every
opportunity you can to meet potential employers and
influencers in your new career field: for example, by
attending networking and educational events, workshops,
conferences, seminars and the like.

Making the Switch
Once you find the right new job and career opportunity
and make the switch, there will be a myriad of details to
manage. One that you shouldn’t let slip through the cracks
is your company-sponsored 401(k) retirement plan.
Many people make the mistake of leaving their 401(k)
behind in their old job. Instead, most experts recommend
rolling the assets over into their new employer’s retirement
plan or into a traditional or Roth IRA. Talk to a First
Tennessee representative for guidance on how to roll over
401(k) assets into a new retirement account.
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Self-Assessment
Resources
A few popular books that can help you
perform an honest self-assessment in
preparation for a career change include:
• What Color Is Your Parachute? 2011:
A Practical Manual for Job-Hunters and
Career-Changers by Richard Nelson Bolles
(Ten Speed Press 2010).
• Coach Yourself to a New Career: 7 Steps to
Reinventing Your Professional Life by Talane
Miedaner (McGraw-Hill 2010).
• Strategies for Successful Career Change:
Finding Your Very Best Next Work Life by
Martha E. Mangelsdorf (Ten Speed Press
2009).
• The Pathfinder: How to Choose or Change
Your Career for a Lifetime of Satisfaction and
Success by Nicholas Lore (Fireside 1998).
You can take your self-assessment a step
further by taking a personality or career
assessment test. A few of the most popular
ones include:
Myers-Briggs: A number of different MyersBriggs Type Indicator (MBTI) assessment
tests are available, with different fees
applying to different tests.
The Career Key: This test matches you to
one of six different personality types and
suggests potential career options based on
the results. There is a $9.95 fee to take this
assessment.
Keirsey Temperament Sorter: This test
assigns individuals one of four different
temperaments (Artisan, Guardian, Rational,
or Idealist) that can help you identify the
right career. The basic description is free,
while a Career Temperament report costs
$19.95.
Princeton Review Career Quiz: You can take
this short quiz for free (site registration is
required) to start narrowing down potential
career options.
Monster.com: The popular job-search
website offers a number of different
personality and career assessments, and
most of them are free.

Career Satisfaction Quiz
Is it really time for a career switch? Or are you just stuck in a rut with your current job and need some new
challenges or a change of scenery?
To help figure it out, answer the following questions on a scale of 1–10, with 1 being “I don’t feel this way
at all” and 10 being “I feel this way to the extreme.” Then add up your scores and compare the total to the
legend below:

1. My job security has lessened, and there are few, if any, prospects in my industry for a similar job at
a similar salary. 												
Your score:
2. I derive very little satisfaction from the tasks I perform in my job, and most days I dread going to work.
Your score:
3. My lifestyle and/or family situation has changed recently, which has had an impact on major aspects of
my job. 												
Your score:
4. I want or need to earn more money than I’m making now, and there don’t appear to be opportunities to
do this in my current field. 										
Your score:
5. My job is very stressful, and this stress is having a negative impact on my home life and/or health.
Your score:
6. I’d like to start my own business in a field that’s different from what I’m doing now. 			
Your score:

Total score:

50-60: You may be highly dissatisfied with your current career and a career change could be beneficial.
40-49: You are at least moderately dissatisfied with your current career and might want to investigate the
pros and cons of a potential career change.
30-39: You may feel some dissatisfaction with your career, but it could just as easily be job dissatisfaction.
Under 30: You are probably mostly satisfied with your job and career.
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