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The role of structure and agency in changing careers: The case of humanitarian workers

Abstract
This paper examines how agency and structure interact to influence the changing nature of careers in the French Humanitarian Sector – a sector that is undergoing a significant shift towards increased professionalization. Drawing on Giddens structuration theory, the study uses the concept of career script as a dynamic framework to understand both career stability and change. Data was collected at both an individual and organizational level to identify three careers scripts in operation in the field and examine the ways in which they evolve over time. The paper concludes with an analysis of the power relations involved in the development of career scripts and the professionalization of the humanitarian sector and the wider implications for the study of career change in the future.
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Introduction
There is widespread agreement that career is a useful concept to understand the linkage between individuals and institutions. Yet, to date, there are few studies which empirically examine how career operates as a mechanism connecting the two. As a result, the career field suffers from the lack of a unified framework that can theorize the overall role of careers in the process of institutionalization (Barley, 1989). To cope with this fragmentation of career studies, some scholars have proposed the application of grand social theories to the career field, for example developing the concept of career field and career habitus based on Bourdieu’s theory of practice (Chudzikowski & Mayrhofer, 2011; Iellatchitch et al., 2003; Mayrhofer, Meyer, Steyrer, & Langer, 2007) or using the concept of careers script based on Giddens’ structuration theory (Barley, 1989; Barley & Tolbert, 1997). In both of these approaches, careers mediate the relationship between individuals and institutions. We argue that the career script concept is particularly useful as it offers a more dynamic framework to understand both career stability and change. 
A career script can be defined as a set of “interpretive schemes, resources, and norms for fashioning a course through some social world” (Barley, 1989, p. 53). They are a set of “guidelines” (Dany, Louvel, & Valette, 2011, p. 975) that people have in mind when they think of their career and that help them to make sense of their professional situations. Defined as a “schematic knowledge structure held in the memory that specifies behaviors or event sequences that are appropriate for specific situations” (Gioia & Poole, 1984, p. 449), underpinning the concept of career scripts is the idea that career stability and change (and as a result institutional stability and change) are the result of an interplay between structure and agency. While a number of papers utilize the concept of scripts (Dany et al., 2011; Duberley, Cohen, et al., 2006; Valette & Culié, 2015), few of them actually explore empirically the way in which they change. 
Based on a case study (the French humanitarian sector), this paper aims to address this gap in knowledge by studying career script changes in practice over time. As we will show, the humanitarian sector provides an ideal context in which to undertake this research because for the last ten years it has been undergoing significant transformation as Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and humanitarian workers adopt more professionalised forms of organisation and career. From a theory building perspective, this enables our study to go beyond the work of Dany et al. (2011), Valette & Culié (2015) and Duberley et al. (2006) by providing an examination of the complex interplay between structure and agency involved in the creation and modification of career scripts and suggesting a greater potential role for agency over time than has been proposed in previous structuration studies. More specifically, data is collected from both an individual humanitarian worker and organizational (NGO) perspective in order to track the interactions and their mutual influence upon career changes. The study also examines the impact of these changes on NGO’s practices.
The paper begins with a brief overview of the literature on the central role of career in linking individuals and institution, justifying the focus on scripts. After describing the methodology, the findings are presented in two ways. First, we outline three humanitarian worker career scripts. Second, we explain how career scripts have changed in the sector in recent years and examine the interplay between humanitarian workers and NGOs in the change process. Finally, after detailing the contribution of this paper, we question the impact of scripts on actors’ empowerment and examine the practical implications of our study for the humanitarian sector. 
[•••]
Method
Data collection
Acknowledging current changes in the French humanitarian sector, our data collection had several aims. First, we aimed to identify the career scripts employed by humanitarian actors. Second, we aimed to account for potential changes in humanitarian career scripts and elucidate the interplay between humanitarian workers and NGOS in these changes. Following a comprehensive research tradition, we intended to understand humanitarian workers’ career representations and experiences (Duberley et al., 2006; Dany et al., 2011) by studying their perceptions and more particularly how they “make sense of their careers as they unfold through time and space, attending to both the holistic nature of career as well as to specific career transitions” (Cohen & Mallon, 2001, p. 48). For that purpose, a qualitative approach was both relevant and necessary. 
In accordance with the case approach, the data collection was based on two data sources: interviews (formal and informal) and observations. The first author has a longstanding interest in the French humanitarian sector and has been involved as a volunteer for four years in the association Résonances Humanitaires. This is a French nonprofit organization that helps humanitarian workers to find a job in France. Created in 2002 by former humanitarian workers, this organization works collaboratively with the larger French humanitarian NGOs. This provided a good opportunity to enter in the French humanitarian environment and to develop networks. As her role was to welcome new arrivals to the association and explain it’s function, she had the opportunity to meet many humanitarian workers who gave her numerous contacts for possible interviews. She also used the database of humanitarian workers held by this association to contact potential participants and ask them to take part in the study. In order avoid ethical dilemmas, new arrivals she met as part of her role were not interviewed. Through contacts given by the director of Résonances Humanitaires she also had the opportunity to interview HR managers of several French NGOs. 
In total, forty four semi-structured interviews were undertaken. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. In line with Dany et al.’s (2011) study and in order to have “numerous and highly knowledgeable informants who view the focal phenomena from diverse perspectives” (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p.28), interviews were collected in two rounds and each phase addressed a particular level of analysis. In phase 1, 24 interviews were conducted with French humanitarian workers. These respondents had spent several years in the humanitarian field, working for a variety of NGOs (mostly French NGOs). Some of them were still working in the humanitarian field while others had changed jobs and worked in other sectors. Table I outlines the sample of humanitarian workers. In this phase our aim was to identify the different career paths that they took (e.g. which NGOs they worked for, mission posts, headquarter posts, mission countries, type of activities in the humanitarian fields or in others sectors) and to understand the factors that they feel influenced these career paths. We also asked them to talk about their plans for the future and their goals. Some interviewees spontaneously talked about their friends and colleagues’ career paths. We then asked them to describe these paths.
INSERT TABLE I ABOUT HERE

Phase 2 focused on an organizational level of analysis. In this round, we conducted 20 qualitative interviews with HR managers in six NGOs. In each NGO, we undertook between two and six interviews. We chose these NGOs for their size and their importance in the French humanitarian sector. They all had a large budget (which varies from 60 million euros to several hundred million euros) and send several hundred expatriates on mission each year. The respondents of phase 1 had worked for at least one of these organizations.
Phase 2 aimed to examine NGO HRM practices and their evolution over time. HR managers were asked to describe the HRM practices of the NGO they work for, especially in terms of recruitment, mobility and remuneration. They were also asked to describe their own career path and to reflect on humanitarian workers’ “classical career paths” and the evolution of these paths. Table II outlines the sample of HR managers.
INSERT TABLE II ABOUT HERE

In addition to the 44 semi-structured interviews, the first author’s role at Résonances Humanitaires enabled her to undertake informal interviews with humanitarian workers over a four year period, to observe eleven meetings, to access the association’s reports and to participate in four humanitarian trade shows.
Data analysis
To identify humanitarian career scripts, we analyzed the interviews from Phase 1 first. We studied all of the career paths elaborated by our respondents (meaning both respondents’ own career path and those they evoked when talking about their colleagues) and examined the justifications they gave to explain career choices. The software Nvivo was used and the data analysis was ongoing throughout the research. 
Analysis proceeded in two steps. The first aimed to identify recurrent humanitarian career paths. To that end we coded the career steps of each respondent. Coding encompassed the respondents’ jobs, the related organization and sector, and when the jobs concerned the nonprofit sector, the nonprofit field was coded as well (humanitarian, healthcare, environmental, social, etc.). Then, we compared and gathered the different individual career paths in order to identify recurrent humanitarian career paths. This comparison process enabled us to identify six main career paths (the organizational career path, the humanitarian field career path, the regular switcher career path, the occasional switcher career path, the nonprofit career path and the inter-sectorial career path). We then examined the justifications interviewees gave to explain career choices (eg. interesting career perspective, feeling useful, commitment to organizational values, need to settle down, feeling fed up with field work, bad working conditions, physical or psychological tiredness, etc.). In order to account for regularities, we then examined similarities and differences between the main career paths. This comparison process enabled the identification of three career scripts: the fixed-term humanitarian career script (that brings together the nonprofit career path and the inter-sectorial career path and codings such as “need to settle down” or “bad working conditions”), the switcher humanitarian career script (that brings together the regular switcher career path and the occasional switcher career path and codings such as “feeling useful” or “need to settle down”) and the professional humanitarian worker career script (that brings together the organizational career path and the humanitarian field career path and codings such as “interesting career perspective” or “feeling to be useful”).
As can be seen in table I, each respondent identifies with at least one career script. Some humanitarian workers, as they changed plans and career paths draw from two career scripts. Regardless of their own path, respondents regularly articulated two or three scripts as they described their colleagues’ careers or the alternative choices they could have made. Thus they identified alternative legitimate scripts in their career field that they themselves do not use. 
The next stage of the data analysis process involved coding the interviews from Phase 2. This stage had two aims. First to confirm that HR managers identified the same career scripts as humanitarian workers and to check whether there were other humanitarian career scripts. To do so we coded, the reflection HR managers gave on other humanitarian career paths. Since the same codes emerged from this coding session we concluded that HR managers were sharing the same careers scripts as humanitarian workers. As can be seen in table II, all HR managers mentioned at least two of the three career scripts when they discussed humanitarian worker careers. The second aim of Phase 2 was to account for stability or change in NGOs HR practices. We examined HR manager interviews in order to identify NGO HR practices and their evolution over time. All of the HR managers described major changes in NGO HR practices (suggesting that while former HR practices did not aim to enable people to pursue their career in the humanitarian sector, current HRM practices encourage people to stay in the humanitarian sector), so two additional nodes “former HR practices” and “current HR practices” were created and we distinguished for each of them six themes that emerged from interviews: work conditions, career prospects, recruitment, remuneration, turnover and loyalty. Considering this major changes in NGO HR practices, we concluded that the professional career script was currently growing at the expense of the switcher and fixed-term humanitarian career scripts. 
Findings
Our results suggest that humanitarian workers in our sample mobilize three humanitarian career scripts. Table III, below, highlights the key differences between each of these scripts. Table IV, at the end of the section, gives illustrative quotes from each of them.
INSERT TABLE III HERE
Humanitarian career scripts 
The fixed-term humanitarian worker
“I don’t think it’s possible to pursue a career in the humanitarian field. Actually, humanitarian work is a kind of stage.” (Gregory)
Seventeen humanitarian workers classified themselves as Fixed-Term and this script was discussed by all interviewees in both phases of interviews. Fixed-Term humanitarian workers conceive of their humanitarian experience as a stage in their career path. Whilst they share humanitarian values with other humanitarian workers, they cannot envisage working in the humanitarian sector over the long term and plan to leave. This script is also acknowledged by NGO’s HR managers who indicate that many humanitarian workers do not want to have a long term career in the sector.
Several reasons are suggested to explain why these workers choose to leave the sector including the physically and psychologically demanding nature of the job, the disillusionment with NGOs’ roles and the incompatibility of humanitarian activities with a family life.
After one or several missions, fixed-term humanitarian workers plan to go back to their native country and gain a steady job, a stable family life and a social network. When leaving the humanitarian sector, they envisage a different kind of future career. Some, still attached to the nonprofit sector values, want to keep developing their career in the nonprofit area (for instance in the environmental, the education or the artistic area). Others prefer to find a job in the public or commercial sector.
The switcher humanitarian worker
“They do not have a linear humanitarian career. They have breaks, they go on mission, and they come back to France, go back on mission again, then come back and stay in France, etcetera.” (Lisa).
Although the majority of interviewees did not classify themselves according to the switcher script, they did recognize it in the behavior of others and this script was mentioned by both humanitarian workers and HR managers. Hence, although this script is used only by three humanitarian workers in our sample, it is discussed by seven other humanitarian workers and seven HR managers.
Switcher humanitarian workers have sequenced career paths with periods of humanitarian work interspersed with time spent working in France. This script is often used by medical professionals (doctors, nurses) or technical professionals (logisticians, garage mechanics, etc.) who can find a job more easily when they go back to France than other humanitarian workers. Both humanitarian workers and HR managers account for these professionals’ tendency to switch.
Switcher humanitarian workers vary in their views of the role of humanitarian activities in their career. Some of them consider humanitarian work as their main activity. They go back to France after missions in order to rest and to stay with family; however they regularly go back on mission and are committed to the humanitarian sector. For others, humanitarian activities are more occasional. They generally have a permanent position in France and go on mission for several weeks a year, taking leave of absence or having an agreement with their main employer in France.
The professional humanitarian worker
“All my life… why not?” (Elisabeth)
The professional humanitarian worker script was identified by both humanitarian workers and HR managers: it is used by sixteen humanitarian workers and by all of the HR managers.
Professional humanitarian workers want to work in the humanitarian sector for their whole career. Several reasons underlie this choice. First, they are attached to humanitarian values. Secondly, professional humanitarian workers enjoy their nomadic way of life and cannot envisage staying in France. They move from one country to another according to the missions available, constantly meet new people and often consider stable jobs to be boring. Finally, some workers perceive their skills to be very specific and find it hard to imagine transferring to another sector.
Professional humanitarian workers accumulate experience through field missions in several countries and develop different kinds of career paths. They can stay loyal to the same NGO and get promoted either on the field mission or in headquarters. They can therefore hold managerial jobs with high budget and human resources responsibilities in the field or move into supervisory positions in headquarters. Professional humanitarian workers may also regularly change organizations depending on the missions they find interesting. Gaining in experience, they can rise to positions of high responsibility in different NGOs and often finish their career in a large international organization. This evolution was also identified by HR managers.
INSERT TABLE IV HERE
Changes in career scripts
The data analysis suggests that we are witnessing change in these career scripts over time. More specifically, it suggests that the professional career script is becoming more dominant than in the past. Hence, while humanitarian careers were initially seen as a temporary interlude for voluntary workers, they are now becoming more professionalised and developed by ambitious and committed employees who want to stay in the sector. An HR manager describes this evolution:
“We are moving away from the 1980’s image of humanitarian worker, the ‘French Doctors’ and Bernard Kouchner (well-known founder of Medecins sans Frontières) with their bag of rice on their shoulders... Commitment is more professional, more mature, more long-lasting, more long term and more constructive.” (Garry)
The humanitarian workers are, in other words, more inclined to stay in and to remain committed to the humanitarian sector than was previously the case. For both humanitarian workers and HR managers, this situation is completely new. Few people entered the sector in the past in order to pursue a career. Describing his own career, an HR manager indicates:
“There are more people who enter the humanitarian sector to pursue a career… And I think that in the past, there were a lot of people, myself included, that would never have bet when they entered the sector that they would still be there 15 years or 18 years later.” (Nathan)
The emergence of the professional career script is also expressed at an organizational level by changes in HR practices. Interviewees indicate that NGOs are now developing career management strategies. One of the HR managers observes:
“Ten years ago, when you applied for a humanitarian job you had to be motivated and committed but you were not there to pursue a career. I mean career was almost a swearword. But now, we say to people that there are career prospects both in the field and in the headquarters.” (Katherine)
The data analysis suggests therefore the emergence of the professional career script and its growing importance relative to others scripts. As we will show below, the emergence of this career script is due to a complex interplay between humanitarian workers and NGOs.
An interplay between humanitarian workers and NGOs
Our findings suggest that through their interaction, workers and NGOs act upon career scripts and as a result promote the emergence of the professional career script. Figure 1 illustrates this process. Below we outline the different stages of this process.
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

Stage 1. As NGOs activities and mission have become more complex, NGOs have changed their recruitment practices. While they were once looking for young and motivated people willing to go on mission, they are now looking for skilled and experienced workers who are able to deal with these changes:
“Our issue, but I think it’s the same everywhere, it’s that the greater professionalization has provoked an increasing need for specialized profiles.” (Oliver)
NGOs are more specifically looking for technical skilled workers such as “hand plastic surgeons”, mechanics who are able to manage a “five hundred cars car pool”, or water engineers who can manage a “water network for cities from 100 000 to 270 000 people”. Likewise, activity changes have generated a need for experienced humanitarian workers who can manage sophisticated and critical missions:
 “There are some missions where being head of mission is… For instance, in The Democratic Republic of the Congo, you have to manage 40-45 expats, an 8-9-10 million euro budget. It’s heavy stuff. Plus different security contexts depending on the zone considered.” (Nathan)
NGOs have therefore changed their recruitment practices, recruiting skilled and experienced workers rather than temporary volunteers. Doing so, they have modified humanitarian worker profiles:
 “Our staff today is completely different from 20 years ago where workers were volunteers, 22 years old, wanted to set off on an adventure and were prepared for or even motivated by extreme conditions because it was part of the humanitarian experience. Now it’s completely different. Workers are on average 35 years old and we have more and more people who are going on mission with their partner or with their family.” (Oliver)
NGOs human resources are therefore changing. While humanitarian workers of the past were mainly young and adventurous, they are now older, can have a family and are likely to be more demanding in terms of working conditions.
Stage 2. Thus as the humanitarian worker profile has changed, workers’ expectations have also changed. Specialized and skilled workers demand better conditions. They want “good salaries”, “good accommodation”. Skilled and experienced workers thus require changes in HR practices.
“You live in Afghanistan, you live with other expatriates, in the same house as your staff and you can’t bring your family with you… if you want to attract experienced people, it cannot work with these working conditions or this salary” (Stephanie)
“In my opinion, if you want to be taken seriously as an organization, you have to pay people seriously, period. But if you want tinkering, you can hire inexperienced interns and pay them 500 euros. And nobody stays in your organization and you have crazy turnover. (Jimmy)

Stage 3. As a result of high levels of competition for skilled workers, NGOs struggle to fill positions and want good staff to stay with them.
“For these kinds of profile, it’s very hard to find. So when you have found someone, you are afraid to let them go. Because you know that you’ll struggle to recruit someone else”. (Laura)
As a result NGOs are largely dependent on skilled and experienced workers and try to limit their turnover by improving their working conditions:
“To avoid workers leaving their organizations, all NGOs have changed many of their HR practices. First, they have increased their wages - We increased wages. Actually, we revised the salary grid entirely.” (Amanda)
Beyond the issue of pay, NGOs have also improved their mission living conditions. They have developed family accompaniment systems so that workers can take their family with them. Whilst not all the NGOs can afford the same “family package”, and not all security contexts allow family missions, most NGOSs recognize the importance of enabling workers to take their family with them. NGOs have also improved living conditions on mission through the provision of individual housing where possible and encouraging workers to take breaks during their mission:
Finally, NGOs have also improved working conditions by changing worker’s status. Although they still rely on some volunteers, most NGOs have increased their ratio of employees to volunteers. This can be more attractive for workers as it means that they can get a salary (rather than an allowance), pay pension contributions and can also receive unemployment benefit. 
Stage 4. Humanitarian workers acknowledge these working condition changes. As discussed earlier, they consider the expatriate life as “comfortable” and appreciate having the ability to save money as salaries have risen and the cost of living in mission counties is low. However, despite these improved conditions, humanitarian workers tend to leave French NGOs to work in others. In particular, Anglo-Saxon NGOs or international organizations are popular as they are often larger, can afford higher salaries and offer more interesting working conditions than French NGOs as explained below:
“In my opinion, the typical career path is, you start as a volunteer in an NGO […]. Then, you work in another NGO as an employee. You earn 1,000, 2,000 euros a month. Then you can move to an Anglo-Saxon or Scandinavian NGO. You earn 3,000 euros a month, even more. And finally, you end your career working for the UN [United Nations]. I mean, after ten or fifteen years you can be at the head of all the missions in a country or working for the UN. You have a well-paid job, earning 5,000, 6,000 euros, even more.” (Jimmy)
Stages 5-7. As a result, despite their efforts to improve working conditions, French NGOs still suffer from relatively high labour turnover. They compete with other organizations, especially Anglo-Saxon NGOs and international organizations to recruit workers and struggle to fill some positions:
“There is a real competition in the sector. There are a lot of NGOs French or foreigners […] and you know that it’s always I pinch your worker, another time you pinch mine. […] And as a result, you know that even if you try to get loyalty, workers leave.” (Laura) 
As they still have difficulties recruiting and retaining workers, NGOs have also developed career development practices and begun to provide workers with organizational career paths:
“At some point, we will not be able to raise our wages. Therefore, we need to develop internal mobility practices to improve worker loyalty. It’s a real issue for us because we need be able to fill our positions to carry out our activities.” (Oliver)
Organizational career development has therefore become a key objective for NGOs. To promote career development, NGOs have developed HR practices and career management tools. They have developed communication tools so that workers can be informed before the end of their mission of vacant positions and be able to apply for the positions they want. NGOs have also developed career management tools such as ‘resources and competencies mapping’, ‘people reviews’ and ‘job mapping’ and try to offer alternately high demanding missions and less demanding ones so that humanitarian workers can rest. The overall aim is to improve worker’s ability to see a future for themselves in the organization:
“We want to have a more proactive management of our human resources. Our aim is to be able to give career visibility to our workers.” (Erik)
The data analysis thus suggests that the development of a new professional humanitarian career script has evolved out of an interplay between workers and NGOs. As NGOs are changing their HR practices and individuals are changing their career expectations, they both promote the emergence of the professional career script and, as a result, trigger a change in humanitarian career models. Thus, it is possible to see the development of the professional career script over time. 
	Name
	Gender
	Age
	Scripts Used
	Scripts Mentioned

	Luck
	M
	43
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Jimmy
	M
	33
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	Sophia
	F
	36
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Gregory
	M
	42
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Peter
	M
	33
	Professional, Switcher
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	Sara
	F
	41
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Robert
	M
	42
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Lisa
	F
	42
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Clair
	F
	35
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Anna
	F
	33
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Frank
	M
	45
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	Elisabeth
	F
	29
	Professional
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Nicole
	F
	45
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Charles
	M
	35
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Pierce
	M
	30
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Alexander
	M
	29
	Professional
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	Louis
	M
	41
	Professional
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Mary
	F
	38
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Stephanie
	F
	35
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Tom
	M
	26
	Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Christina
	M
	47
	Professional, Switcher
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	Emily
	F
	29
	Professional
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Patricia
	F
	43
	Professional, Fixed-term
	Professional, Fixed-term

	Philip
	M
	56
	Professional, Switcher
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher


Table I) The humanitarian worker sample


	



	NGOs
	Age 
	Budget
	Number of employees
	HR managers
	Gender
	Age
	Scripts Mentioned

	ONG 1
	155
	1,6 billion
	12500
	Ana
	F
	43
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Erik
	M
	46
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Philip
	M
	52
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Cynthia
	F
	40
	Professional, Fixed-term

	ONG 2
	39
	
	4331
	Oliver
	M
	40
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Vanessa
	F
	31
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Angela
	F
	32
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	296 millions
	
	Timothy
	M
	34
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	
	
	
	
	Garry
	M
	32
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Nicholas
	M
	52
	Professional, Fixed-term

	ONG 3
	47
	
	8282
	Patrick
	M
	45
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	
	
	404 millions
	
	Katherine
	F
	39
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	
	
	
	
	Mark
	M
	50
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	ONG 4
	36
	
	3278
	Michelle
	F
	35
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	
	
	178 millions
	
	Lisa
	F
	33
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	ONG 5
	25
	
	3998
	Laura
	F
	28
	Professional, Fixed-term, Switcher

	
	
	160 millions
	
	Charlotte
	F
	39
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Jean
	F
	34
	Professional, Fixed-term

	ONG 6
	38
	71 millions
	1975
	Nathan
	M
	42
	Professional, Fixed-term

	
	
	
	
	Amanda
	F
	38
	Professional, Fixed-term


Table II) The NGOs HR manager sample

	
	Fixed-term
	Switcher
	Professional

	Basis of time in NGO
	One off
	Intermittent
	Permanent

	Commitment
	Short term
	Long term
	Long term

	Expectations
	Experience/excitement
	Skill development and application
	Career

	Resources
	Low and high
	High
	High

	Existing skills
	Generalist
	Specialist
	Generalist and specialist

	Perception of career
	Hard to project into the future
	Career is in France – this is time out from that
	Projects career within NGOs either in the field or in HQ


Table III) The three scripts

17


	Career scripts

	Semantic descriptors
	Quotes

	The fixed-term humanitarian worker
	NGO’s HR managers acknowledgment of the fixed-term script
	“We know that most people will not make a career out of working in the humanitarian sector.” (Laura)

	
	Bad working conditions
	“The mission context, the environment makes it very difficult… For instance, there are two teams that have just been evacuated, it’s very stressful. There are a lot of people who wonder if they will go back on mission again.” (Timothy, Agissons)

	The switcher humanitarian worker
	A script often used by medical professionals (doctors, nurses)
	“They do not have a linear humanitarian career. They have breaks, they go on mission, and they come back to France, go back on mission again, then come back and stay in France, etcetera.” (Lisa)

	
	Humanitarian work described as the main professional activity
	“I think the best way to run a humanitarian career is to alternate humanitarian field mission periods with more serene periods in France where you can have a job, meet your friends… And once you feel ready, well you can go back on missions.” (Mark)

	The professional humanitarian worker
	Enjoying nomadic way of life
	“When you are on mission, it’s comfortable, I mean you like your life, and your life is sweet. It can be stressful but still… You meet very interesting people, you travel, you are useful.” (Alexander)

	
	Developing a career in one particular organization
	“For instance after a first mission, you can have an administration position in the field, then having a coordinator position in a capital and then you can pursue you career in headquarter.” (Timothy)

	
	Developing a career regularly changing organizations
	“So the first career possibility is, as I said before, to stay in the organization […]. You can also say I want to stay several years on missions working for different organizations. A classical path is to work first for French NGOs, then you work for Anglo-Saxon ones and then you try to join an international organization.” (Gregory)

	
	A script shared by NGOs HR managers
	“We have a lot of expats on mission who are headhunted by fundraisers or the United Nations.” (Vanessa)


Table IV) The humanitarian career scripts: illustrations from the field
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Figure 1) Interplay between humanitarian workers and NGOs
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