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WASHINGTON: Life begins at 40, or at least dream
careers do.

An increasing number of people, laid-off from
their jobs or plodding along in unfulfilling ones, are
deciding that the recession is as good a time as any to
try out their fantasy careers as Broadway directors,
antique dealers or cheesemongers, among other jobs.

But for many mid-career professionals, starting
fresh is not so easy.

That’s where Mr Brian Kurth comes in. Like so
many others, Mr Kurth would spend his long
commutes to a comfy but unsatisfactory job day-

dreaming about what it would be like to do some-
thing different – work as a tour guide, perhaps, or
maybe a dog trainer, or even a winemaker.

But there was no realistic way for someone his age
to test the waters – a 20-year-old could be an intern,
but people in their forties had few such options.

He decided to change that. Certain there were
more people out there like him, Mr Kurth in 2005
launched his own business finding internship oppor-
tunities for professionals looking to switch careers.
He calls them “vocation vacations”.

His selling point is that the “test drive” of a new
career would be a risk-free experience, and could be
a rewarding part of a vacation.

For the first few years, most of Mr Kurth’s clients
were people like himself – comfortable but restless.

But since the 2008 recession, many more of his
clients are retrenched workers for whom the chance
to try out a new career is the silver lining in the cloud
of unemployment.

“They are laid off but have some savings in the
bank,” he said in a phone interview from Portland,
Oregon, where his business VocationVacations is

based. “Mostly, they are seeking a window into a
creative career or wanting to learn how to be entre-
preneurs. You can’t just knock on a door and get that
experience,” he said.

Ms Corazon Chacon of New York was one of those
seeking a change. After she was laid off from her job
as the international marketing director for a music
firm, the 42-year-old decided she had had enough.

“We worked hard but people were just not buying

CDs, what could we do?” she said. “I had no desire
to stay on in the music industry any more, although
I spent 20 years there.”

She felt drawn to the hospitality industry, seeing
it as a place where her experience of foreign travel
and working with people from different cultures
would be an asset.

“It seemed a practical business and a growing
one. But, naturally, I had no idea what it would be
like to be on the other side of the counter.”

Ms Chacon contacted Mr Kurth, who set her up
with an “internship” at a Chicago hotel. This gave
her the courage to take the plunge, she said, and
she is now working as a concierge at a hotel in New
York.

“It combines all my passions – food, culture,
music, architecture and travel. And it was easy to
transfer my skills to my new job,” she said.

Other services are offering their own take on
helping people try out new jobs.

Transitions Abroad provides short-term stints
working overseas while Coolworks.com helps
people find seasonal jobs in places like national
parks, ski resorts and theme parks.

Some professionals may jump at the opportunity
to switch careers, but they cannot be guaranteed
their old salaries. Ms Chacon admitted she took a
significant pay cut along with her new job.

“Yes, I had to make adjustments to my lifestyle.
But it’s better to move on to a growing industry,
doing what you like,” she said.

Taking a vocation vacation also does not come
cheap.

A three-day stint to shadow one of the 500
mentors in Mr Kurth’s network can cost about
US$900 (S1,260) but can range to up to US$2,000
– and that’s not including airfare and lodging.

Still, Mr Kurth says, he has helped “thousands”
find their dream careers.

Ms Asma Abu-Taleb – a 48-year-old account-
ant with a USAid project in Jordan until a few
months ago and another of Mr Kurth’s clients –
found her old job worthwhile and well-paying. But
she yearned for something different.

Her internship in January with a small bookseller
in San Francisco gave her the insider knowledge she
needed to set up her own bookshop in Amman, Jor-
dan.

“Maybe it is risky,” she said about turning her
back on her 25-year career in finance. “But this is
what I want to do for the rest of my life.”
bhagya@sph.com.sg

SANTIAGO: Chilean officials have announced that
they had significantly overestimated the death toll
from last weekend’s earthquake, lowering the fig-
ure from about 802 people to about 279.

Ms Carmen Fernandez, director of the emergen-
cy management agency known as Onemi, said that
in several badly damaged municipalities, officials
had erroneously included names of people who
were missing on lists of the dead.

An Interior Ministry source said that some peo-
ple identified as missing had since shown up alive,
but he did not say how many.

The ministry has given no revised death toll
from last Saturday’s quake, one of the world’s big-
gest in a century.

The total number of people who died in the earth-
quake could still change substantially over time.
Many people are still missing, and not all of the
dead have been identified.

The recalculation of the death toll was quickly
overshadowed on Thursday afternoon by another
earthquake in a completely different part of the
country, the copper regions in the north.

Ms Fernandez said initial reports indicated that
the 6.3-magnitude earthquake struck near the
northern inland city of Calama and was felt as far
away as Iquiqui on the coast.

She said it was not an aftershock of last Satur-
day’s 8.8-magnitude temblor.

There were no immediate reports of death or seri-
ous damage, she said, but “obviously there is fear
among the people”.

The quake struck at 7.39pm local time (6.39am
Singapore time) and its epicentre was 105km below
the Andes mountains north-east of Calama, accord-
ing to the United States Geological Survey, which
monitors earthquake activity.

Calama, a major centre for mining with one of
the world’s largest open-air copper mines located
nearby, is 2,500m above sea level, so there is no
danger of a tsunami, Ms Fernandez said.
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‘Vocation vacation’ for career switch
More people are opting to try
out their fantasy careers and a
US firm is offering a ‘test drive’
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SOMETHING DIFFERENT IN THEIR FORTIES
“They are laid off but have some savings in the
bank. Mostly, they are seeking a window into a
creative career or wanting to learn how to be
entrepreneurs. You can’t just knock on a door and
get that experience.”

Mr Brian Kurth, who launched his own business creating
internships for mid-career professionals

Chile quake
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