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The process of finding out what kind of work best suits you takes time. In fact, finding satisfying work is a lifetime process that begins with our earliest daydreams and continues throughout our lives as we respond to economic and individual events. We lose our job, move to a new town, start a new program of study – and chance or luck presents us with sudden, unwelcome change and we are jolted into the world of the unemployed or displaced. Sometimes, it’s our good fortune that propels us into unfamiliar work, prompting us to wonder if we are a good match for the job we’re doing. 

Matching our interests, skills, work preferences and personality to the jobs available in the labor market can make the difference between enjoying your work or hating every minute of it. An entire industry has emerged to guide us into discovering our vocation – literally, our calling – in the working world. Career Assessment is one part of the decision-making process, a tool to help match us to occupations and work environments. Using surveys and inventories (not tests, there are no wrong answers!), we can compare our interests and personalities to vast numbers of people who have also taken the survey and see occupational patterns that are likely to lead to the greatest job satisfaction. Career assessment is the starting point for career planning, a tool we can use again and again, anytime we’re ready to do a little soul-searching.

Quick And Free Self Assessment

Most assessments are not free, and often the best ones take considerable time to complete. The research necessary to develop a comprehensive assessment tool meeting standards for reliability and validity (roughly meaning, if you take it more than once your results are likely to be the same) is time consuming and therefore expensive. A few publishers have made available an online version of their surveys available at no cost, but they are careful to add a disclaimer that the results are not guaranteed to bring you job satisfaction, only information and entertainment. 

The quick and free assessments available on the Internet are tools, and, like their lengthier, costlier, and more accurate versions, should not be the sole source of guidance information. Before you make a decision based on your online assessment results, take the time to meet with a career counselor (visit your local community college career center to schedule an appointment) and talk with people who work in your field of interest. Look to community colleges and university career centers for a wealth of career counseling services, including significantly more detailed assessment options (some at no cost, others at a nominal charge). College career centers have a wealth of information to help you make career decisions and assist in the transition into work, providing services such as scheduling interviews with employers who may be recruiting on campus, and referrals to internships or volunteer opportunities. To find a career counselor, visit the National Board of Certified Counselors Web site (www.nbcc.org); or, to find Oregon Career Counselors, visit the Web site of the Oregon Counseling Association (http://www.or-counseling.com/).

As the Internet continues to bring work force information into our homes, workplaces, and schools, free career assessment tools are included in the offerings of the big national online job search sites, as well as college and state work force development sites. This article will point out some of the top sources of assessment, including career interests, skills, and work preference surveys.

Finding Online Assessments

Minnesota's iSeek.org is a good place to start. While most states have easily accessible career resources, Minnesota's work force initiative has put their jobs, career planning, labor market information, and training all in the same starting point, within www.iSeek.org. From here, you'll find several useful interest inventories which help you identify potentially satisfying occupations. Once you have job titles or skill keywords, you can enter those terms into any of the dozens of career information databases, such as Oregon's Labor Market Information System (www.QualityInfo.org) and America's Career Information Network (www.acinet.org).

If you'd rather start by searching the universe of career assessment sites, try a keyword search on a major search engine. My initial search using keywords "career AND assessment" yielded 930,000 references in a search time of less than a second from the www.Google.com site. A slightly less complicated method is to look over the recommendations of career counseling professionals, such as Margaret Riley Dikel's "The Riley Guide: Employment and Job Resources on the Internet" (www.rileyguide.com) and the National Career Development Association (http://www.ncda.org/cjs/links.html). To review the major types of assessment in use and some of the major purveyors (both fee-based and no-cost), visit the Maryland Labor Department's CareerNet site (http://www.careernet.state.md.us/assessment.htm). They've done a good job here of explaining what assessment can add to the decision-making process of finding suitable work. 

The Holland Career Interest Game (http://career.missouri.edu/holland/)is based on the Holland Self-Directed Search, one of the most widely used and well-respected surveys for career planning. Results of Holland-based assessments are presented in six-core interest codes, from which three combine to identify your type. It's likely you'll take more than one Holland-based inventory during your lifetime, and as you change jobs and your priorities shift you may discover new combinations of your primary interest type. The Holland codes are broad, yet set apart basic differences in how you prefer to relate to people, data, and things in the world. The Holland codes are Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising and Conventional (RIASEC). 

One of the no-fee tools available from Minnesota's iSeek site is the 24-question Birkman Method Career Style Summary. The creators of The Birkman Method also developed The Princeton Review Career Quiz, saying, "this summary quiz is designed only to give you a taste of the full tool, which constructs a much deeper and more accurate individual profile."

Innovative uses of assessment and job match are the hallmarks of the Motivational Appraisal of Personal Potential, created by The International Assessment Network (IAN). IAN sells and markets Motivational Appraisal of Personal Potential (MAPP) (http://www.assessment.com/). This site assesses your preference for people, data, and things and then uses the vast occupational database of the U.S. Department of Labor's Occupational Information Network (O*NET) to give job details for over 900 occupations. MAPP then links results to three job titles, inviting users to view the specific skills required, typical job tasks, and even lifting or strength requirements for over 900 occupations. The MAPP results include a narrative of several pages, which can be reviewed on a password-protected access page.

Among the best known and most widely used assessments is the Keirsey Temperament Sorter (http://www.keirsey.com/), which uses psychological types first introduced by Carl Jung decades ago. The Keirsey identifies four personality types: Artisan, Guardian, Rational or Idealist, and includes vast detail available online to help connect these types with satisfying occupations. The publishers claim the instrument is used in career development programs at Fortune 500 companies. A bonus on the Keirsey site is your access to survey results in a password-protected file. Similar to the Keirsey is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, an intensely detailed assessment that is most often administered and interpreted through licensed counselors. A version of the Myers-Briggs is available at no charge from the HumanMetrics Web site, directly at www.humanmetrics.com.

Work values or preference surveys help identify environments and working styles. CareerPower.com offers the Quick Work Preference Inventory online at no charge (http://www.careerpower.com/CareerPerfect/cpWorkPrefInv.htm), adapted from Jeff Magee's Coaching and Teambuilding Skills for Managers and Supervisors. The Quick Work Preference Inventory presents results in terms of four styles: Focuser (self-starter), Relater (Enthusiastic), Integrator (Finisher), and Operator (Detailer). Each style reflects how you relate to others, your values, and your management style. For example, Focusers learn best by doing, Relaters by observing and participating, Integrators by listening, and Operators by repetition. 

Using Assessment With Career And Labor Market Information

After discovery comes the second wave of confusion. Where do I go with this information? What classes do I need to take at the local community college? What employers are hiring for the job I want to do? Every state has at least one source for comprehensive labor market and career information. In Oregon, visit the Oregon Labor Market Information System Web site (www.QualityInfo.org) and use the Occupational Information Center for a comprehensive report on an occupation. The report will include: 

· Occupation Description 

· Wages 

· Skills 

· Employment Outlook 

· Current Job Openings 

· License Requirements (if any) 

· Employment Projections 

· Industries of Employment 

· Similar Occupations 

· Educational Requirements 

· Schools and Training Providers 

An excellent national source for occupational exploration maintained by the U.S. Department of Labor is America's Career Information Network (www.acinet.org). If you're considering an occupation that requires an associate degree (two-year programs) or better, visit ACINET's Financial Aid Advisor, a searchable database of over 4,400 scholarships, fellowships, loans, and other financial assistance. 

Oregon's QualityInfo.org site offers the Educational Information Center, a database of Oregon schools and apprenticeship programs. Choose a type of school (two year, four year, technical) and find out what programs each one offers. A direct link to the Training Institutions database is the following: http://olmis.emp.state.or.us/olmisj/DoQuery?itemid=00000024.

Another excellent resource for exploring occupations can be found through the University of Illinois-Bloomington Web site (http://www.icpac.indiana.edu/). 

After the hard work of exploring interests and matching them to occupations, keep in mind that this is not a one-time experience. Career decision-making is a lifelong process. While it can be difficult to face the reality of changing jobs or starting over in a new direction, there are more resources available to help than ever before, including knowledgeable career professionals. When you've finished the online career assessment, visit your local community college, One Stop Career Center, or Employment Department office and talk with the professionals about the jobs that interest you.  Remember, not everything you need to know about a job can fit onto an Internet Web site!
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