Module 10
Hello, I’m Harrison Barnes. I’m excited to talk to you today about tracking down public interest and nonprofit jobs. Unlike really any other type of job out there, looking for a job with a public interest or nonprofit organization presents a really unique set of challenges because public interest and nonprofit organizations are, as their name suggests and by nature, not typically highly profitable organizations that are throwing off a ton of cash.

Many of them do have giant budgets, but for the most part, they’re not really generating a ton of money. Because they’re not generating a ton of money, there’s a not a lot of incentive for them to aggressively promote their positions. 

When you think of a typical job, whether it’s a sales job with a company or a job for a programmer inside of a company, when companies are hiring people for those types of jobs, they typically have an economic incentive to hire someone because they’re going to increase their revenue or save costs. 

When you’re applying for a public interest or nonprofit job, unless you’re on the fundraising job, you really are a cost center. Because you’re a cost center, it becomes much, much more difficult for you to get a job. They have very limited budgets for the most part. Again, not all of them do. 

With those limited budgets, it becomes very difficult for them to justify brining people in. Because of such limited budgets, that also translates into the recruiting process. A public interest and nonprofit organization typically will not advertise their jobs very well. They don’t have the budgets to advertise. They don’t hire recruiters to try to fill their jobs. They don’t have the budgets to hire recruiters. 

They really do not do a tremendous amount in promoting their jobs because they simply don’t have the money or initiative to do it because there aren’t the funds to be generated by them for hiring you through advertisements.

When you’re looking for a public interest or nonprofit job, it’s going to be much more difficult than any other type of job. It really does present a unique set of challenges compared to trying to find other types of jobs.

There are a couple of things that I want to tell you that are relevant to looking for a public interest and nonprofit job that you need to understand. Firstly, you’re not going to see a lot of these jobs advertised. You’re just not. 

Most of the jobs you’re going to see, if they even make it there on an employer website, but most of these jobs are filled by people who are proactively making contact with those employers by going on their website, writing them, volunteering for various parts of the organization, getting to know people in the organization, and by really staying in touch over a long period of time. That’s how most of these jobs end up being filled. The competition for these jobs can be so severe. 
In many cases, I’ve known of public interest and nonprofit jobs that paid very little money – I’m talking about an attorney job for an example with a public interest organization that may pay $30,000 or $40,000 to an attorney who just as easily could get a job paying $200,000 over at a large law firm.

There’s so much competition for those jobs, it becomes extremely intense. When you’re applying for these jobs, you’re facing massive competition on so many fronts because there are so many people that want these jobs.

You may ask yourself, if you haven’t been in the public interest type sector, why so many people would be so interested in these jobs. This is because they believe in something and have a passion for whatever that type of job is. 

There are so many potential jobs, I can’t even think of them. It could be a job for someone to work for a pro-abortion organization or anti-abortion organization. You have to remember that when passions become ignited like this, people really want to be involved. 

Not only do they want to be involved, but they’ve been doing it for free many times because they’ve been volunteering for these kinds of organizations. Because they’ve been doing it for free, the idea of getting paid to be part of that organization becomes very attractive. 

Despite the low pay and the fact that you may be working in an office where there aren’t great working conditions, there is a massive amount of competition for these jobs. It becomes very difficult to get them in many cases.

Something I want to point out is exceptionally important for tracking down and finding public interest and nonprofit jobs. The people that get the jobs typically have a long history of being involved in organizations and things that support whatever the public interest or nonprofit organization stands for.

If it’s the environment, they’ve been involved in environmental organizations for a long time. If it’s anti-environment – believe it or not, there are organizations like that – they’ve been involved in organizations like that for a long time. 

When you’re looking for a public interest or nonprofit job, you really need to have something in your background that sticks out, that shows your involvement in net organization for whatever it is that you’re trying to do.

If you don’t, you have to remember that you’re competing with people for these jobs that have an incredible amount of interest and an incredible desire to be part of these public interest and nonprofit organizations because of what the organization stands for. You personally need to be very, very aware that when you’re applying to these jobs, you have to have something in your background that really gives you the edge. 

There are a lot of people in corporate America and various corporate jobs that say to themselves, “Oh, I would like to work in this type of public interest organization,” or “I would like to work in that kind of public interest organization. I’m very, very committed to it.” 

That’s fine but you have to have something in your background that’s consistent, that shows that you have a lot of interest in that, whatever that group is. If you don’t, that’s a big problem because you’re competing with people who have a tremendous amount of interest and a tremendous desire to be part of these organizations. 

I’ve actually worked for public interest and nonprofit organizations before (not in a full time capacity). I did it when I was in school. One thing I would say is when you’re working in these organizations, you’re working with people that have such a political bent towards whatever they’re doing, that if you don’t share their interest, if you’re working for a liberal organization and you’re a staunch republican, you're going to have a hard time and vise versa. 

When you’re working for these organizations, you’re working for people that are extremely committed, extremely behind what they’re doing. Because they’re so committed, you’re not going to be comfortable if you don’t share their views. 

You need to really be aware of that. No other type of job is more important. Jobs can be very, very political when you get into this kind of context. Because of that, it can be a really powerful thing that you need to be consistently aware of the fact that it’s going to impact your job.

You also need to understand that when you’re working for a public interest or nonprofit organization, you’re typically working in an environment that’s very unstructured. If you like structure, you’re not going to like working in a public interest or nonprofit organization very much. There really is a not a lot of strong structure in the organizations typically.

People are expected to multitask, do numerous types of jobs. Because of that, it can be in many cases very nerve racking to people that want structure. You need to have structure and be prepared to pitch in. In most cases, you cannot run your career with the idea that you have set hours for doing things. 

You need to be very flexible. Remember, when you’re with a public interest or nonprofit organization, you’re behind a cause. A cause typically does not have set hours when you’re going to be working for it. I think that’s a very important point for you to consider and realize because working for these organizations does require a good deal of flexibility in most cases.

I also want to cover applying to public interest and nonprofit organizations. Because they are so unstructured and because the work that you do inside of them can be so haphazard from one day to the next, it’s important that you be very flexible. Realize that when you're applying to them, your resume may not even be reviewed sometimes. It may not get reviewed even the second time you apply.

Literally, when they have an opening, they may get several hundred applications. That application that you send in, who knows what will happen. It may be reviewed and it may not. They’re very unstructured because they’re not businesses, remember. 

Because it’s a nonprofit organization or public interest organization, they tend to be much more inefficient than your typical business. Being inefficient, that causes all sorts of problems in terms of even making sure that they respond to your application. They typically will not, and all sorts of things.

When I’m counseling people that are looking for nonprofit and public interest type jobs, one thing that I’d like to make clear to them is that you really need to reapply often. You need to apply to public interest organizations and write letters to them even if they don’t have an opening. 

This is one of my big things that I try to talk to people about, making sure that you keep applying and reapplying to nonprofit organization, even if they don’t have openings. Because you’re applying so often to these public interest organizations, you want them to become familiar with you. 

You want to network. You need to know who is in charge of hiring in the public interest organizations. You need to be out there networking constantly, meeting people, talking to people, and trying to find a way to ingratiate yourself with the people that are in charge of hiring inside the organizations.

I want to make another point, too. I don’t want to offend anybody but you have to understand that the people that are in charge of hiring in a lot of these nonprofit organizations are very lowly paid. Their sense of importance in many cases comes from their contribution because they’re able to hire very, very good people, bring them into the system, and help the cause.

You need to really butter up those people, much more so than in business. In business, people need to be buttered up but you need to understand that in business a lot of times, it’s more of a decision of whether or not this person is going to basically fit in or whether or not they’re going to be profitable to the company or organization.

In a nonprofit organization, the hiring is a little bit different because there is so much inefficiency in the system that a lot of times, it’s, “Who do I like? Who do I want to help? Who makes me feel good about myself?” and that sort of thing. 

That of course is in business too but I’m telling you it’s important to understand that’s a little bit more prevalent in my opinion when applying for public interest and nonprofit jobs so you really need to ingratiate yourself with the people you’re applying to.

You need to find a place to network with them. You need to talk to them about jobs and come back to them again, and again, and again. I’ve known people that had such a desire to work with a specific nonprofit organization that they found the people that were in charge of hiring, built little databases, and stayed in touch with people throughout their career. 

That is what you need to do if you want to get really good at this. At a minimum, what I’m telling you is there really is a little more of a lead time to getting a job with a public interest and nonprofit organization than any other type of job. It’s something to keep in mind. You need to be there. You need to be in people’s face. I guess it is a good way to put it and making them know that you’re there.

I would recommend calling the organization and expressing an interest in the job and the commitment to what they do. People like that inside of public interest organizations. You have to understand that many of these people have dedicated their whole lives to a cause. When someone does something similar or tells them that they respect what they’re doing, it’s very meaningful. That’s an important thing for you to keep in mind. 
Those are the main things that I wanted to talk to you about. I recommend contacting public interest and nonprofit organizations constantly. When I say constantly, I mean every three or four months. I recommend applying even if they don’t have openings and expressing your interest in them.

I recommend having something in your background constantly that represents what that organization stands for, whether it’s your writing or volunteering. I recommend doing everything you can to network with the people inside those organizations. Those are the most important things about getting a public interest and nonprofit job.

Thank you very much. I’m Harrison Barnes. 

