Buyer Beware!

“Complaints piling up against job counselor.”

 (Headline in the Chicago Tribune)

”Aren’t there any legitimate job-search services out there?” 

(Fortune magazine column headline)

“Stop! Don’t write that check!” 

(Fortune magazine column headline)

Warning to Jobseekers: scams abound

(Chicago Business newspaper)

It’s a sad state of affairs when “Buyer Beware!” is excellent advice for anyone seeking career transition services.  The problem is twofold: 1) anyone can hang out a career counseling shingle with or without qualifications and 2) people fail to do due diligence before buying services.  

In case you think Oregon is exempt from such issues, it’s not hard to find local examples of questionable practices right here in river city.  A job seeker from the computer field went to a support group for a few months and then wrote a self published book of advice on the subject.  Never mind that he hadn’t found a job, nor did he have any background or experience in career counseling, or any related field, including management of people.  He did receive outstanding press coverage, however.  

Coaching has become very trendy, and people with no background or experience are becoming overnight experts in both life and career coaching via internet credentials.  Headhunters have had a tough time the last couple of years and it is not uncommon to see them moving over to career counseling, a quite different field that requires a unique set of skills and qualifications.

Even well established companies who deal with career management services are occasionally guilty of bait and switch tactics.  It’s hard to resist a major contract that stretches the limits of qualified staff and all too often it results in bringing in new consultants with little or no background to handle the overflow. 

As a buyer of career management services, should you beware?  Regardless of whether these services are for an individual or a group, or whether they will be used internally with current employees or for outplacement, it’s wise to check them out. Ask yourself these questions:

· What are the credentials of the counselors who will be providing the services?  Certification by The Institute of Career Certification International (ICC) ensures high standards and well qualified professionals whose credentials include at least a bachelor degree in a related field and a minimum of 8 years experience in business, with a minimum of four years in career management.  These credentials are thoroughly evaluated and continually monitored by the only internationally board certified program.

Companies frequently “certify” their own counselors. Check out the process. Know how much career management experience the counselors have who will be delivering services for you.

A number of businesses have sprung up to train and certify coaches. What are the qualifications of the trainers?  What is the program?  Who is eligible to enroll?  Is it life and/or career coaching? What experience is required of applicants?

Be sure to insist on the names and qualifications of the consultants who will be providing services, before the agreement is sealed.

· What are the  backgrounds of the firm’s principals?

How are they regarded in their own industry? Look at their credentials, memberships, leadership roles in the industry, as well as their certifications.  Remember, the people who are best qualified to evaluate a professional are those in the same industry.  Professional associations and leadership in the field show the respect with which a professional is regarded among peers.  Are your career service providers attending their own professional associations in order to learn and grow or just marketing themselves to you by attending your professional association?

· Are you buying the services you need?

A qualified firm or practitioner can provide information, advice, tools, resources and skills that will help someone manage their careers or seek a new position.  Beware of firms that promise to give access to specific job opportunities not available to the public or promise to conduct your job search for you.  Career professionals prepare people to advance their careers, but the actual job search is always the responsibility of the job seeker.

· Does the service provider guarantee results?  Do they provide statistics of people who have used their services?

Buyer beware!  The career management process is a partnership between the counselor and the client.  No one can guarantee results.  Is the goal to find “a” job or the “right” job?  A client who has paid for services becomes overhead and too many career counselors focus on getting them employed as quickly as possible, whether or not they are prepared, have a sense of direction, or are confident it is the right job. Statistics mean little; don’t be misled by them.  Check references and learn about the experiences of other people who have used their services.  It’s the only way you’ll really be able to anticipate what your experience will be.  

Fortunately, career management has two excellent professional associations. The mission of ACP International (Association of Career Professionals) is to develop and support individual members in their professional growth.  The mission of AOCFI (Association of Career Firms International) is to protect and promote the industry.  Two valid certifications include the CMP (Career Management Professional) and the CMF (Career Management Fellow), provided by ICC International. These organizations are as interested as you are in ensuring the credibility of their profession.  Check with them if you have any questions about your provider. Their members are bound by a defined set of ethical standards.  Ask for a copy and discuss them with the firm or individual professional you are considering.  

“Buyer Beware” is always good advice.

