In Context Season One: Changing Career
Episode Two Guest: Luo Ping (& )

Music credits (sourced from freemusicarchive.org & purple-planet.com):

Chad Crouch’s Wilson’s Snipe
Purple Planet Music’s Fearless
Circus Marcus’s Yorgan

Lee Rosevere’s Easy Life

Lee Rosevere’s Quizitive

Glad Rags’s Wonder Under

Blue: Anita’s narration
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Our big boss arrived. This was

the first time | saw him, and this was

the last time | saw him. He came in and
invited everyone in by group. When | went
in the room | saw my leader crying. And |
saw the CEO of the company was crying.

Q: What was your immediate feeling?

A: Honestly, | felt relieved. | thought that
was the moment when | realize | needed to
think my next move. Somehow | didn’t
consider that as my formal career. | was
doing the most junior job, but | was not
junior by age. | was relatively older than my
peers.

This was Shanghai at the end of 2014. Luo
Ping was a sales representative at a foreign
data technology company. That was her
second job. She had high expectations for
this job, but within six month she was told
the company had to lay off most of its staff
in China because of business adjustments.

While at the job interview, Luo was
impressed by how “global” this firm
seemed to be. She liked that the firm
valued “independent thinking” in
candidates. Her role was in sales. Her
everyday work was to follow up sale leads
via email or phone call. This was not the
kind of job that brings high level of
accomplishments. But it brought her closer
to her childhood dreams, to be able to work
alongside highly professional and skilled
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colleagues and start a new chapter in
Shanghai.

Luo was born in Xidu, a small town with
250,000 population in Hengyang, Hunan
province. Her father was a police officer,
her mother a small business owner. She
also has a twin sister. Luo remembered her
childhood fondly and felt proud of her
parents’ professions.

A: My mom was a businesswoman, and at
one time she was selling bicycles. Which
made me the first kid to own a kid’s bicycle
in our town. My mom always said that me
and my sister had the best carefree
childhood. Which was true. We had
everything else before any other kids.

My parents were both fanatical movie
lovers, so | got the chance to see lots of
movies while young, including the Spider
Man and the Die Hard series. My mom also
encouraged me to buy sci-fi and comics
magazines. She also bought me lots of
professional-level magazines on painting
although | couldn’t understand them at all.
But she thought it was worth it (because it
was good for my education). When | was
very little, she took me to Shanghai. She
told me that either | would go to Beijing or
Shanghai when | grew up.

When Luo took the national college
entrance exam (namely “Gaokao”) in 2004,
her father, who at that time worked in the
state-owned legal sector, helped her fill in
the form listing the colleges the family
wanted her to enroll. Their primary goal
was for Luo to leave Hunan.

A: My father listed many schools that are all
based in big cities - Shanghai, Beijing,
Dalian.

Her father was particularly concerned with
her choice of studies concentration. Her
major.
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My father had realized through his own
experience that the Chinese system would
never be altered or modified. He wished a
better future for his daughter, so he had
chosen those majors that when | graduated
| would be placed somewhere in the huge
system, where | could just be a small
“screw” on the assembly line.

Ultimately, Luo got enrolled in Jiangnan
University, a Project 211 university located
in Luoxi, Jiangsu. The 20-hour train ride did
not bring her fatigue at all. She was
delighted about the four years ahead of her,
when she would be studying Administrative
Management at the School of Law and
Politics. Her parents wanted her to find a
civil servant job in the city after graduation.

Luo’s choice after graduation was to pursue
a master’s degree instead. She longed for
Zhongshan University in Guangzhou and
was accepted there in the administrative
management department. She believed
that Guangzhou had better public security
and more autonomous social atmosphere
because of its proximity to Hong Kong.

It was Luo’s original plan to continue
academic research as a PhD candidate. But
after failing two PhD application exams, she
had no choice but to look for a job.

Amid the 2005 real estate boom, She ended
up at a property management company in
Guangzhou, as a management trainee.
Frankly, “management trainee” sounds like

a better title than her actual job. Luo’s
actual daily work involves handling disputes
and conflicts to ensure the property owners
were satisfied. It was more like an admin
and customer relations job.

Luo appreciated the help she had received
from her boss, as well as the awards she
has received from the company. But most

of the time she was complaining about the
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people she was working with. She thought
they were not thinking at the same level as
she did, and that her job was too simple
and very trivial.

Q: Have you ever regretted that career
choice? Did you ever say to yourself, “I
should have looked more opportunities?”
A: Yes, for sure | regretted it. But | did not
realize | needed to quit so quickly. | said to
myself | needed to first do the job very well.

Q: So you are talking about responsibility
of doing a good job? That was pushing you
to stay with the company?

A: Yes.

For a long time in the past, Luo had kept
negative memories of that job. But now,
she thinks differently.

| might have been very arrogant at the time.
| didn't think there was anything for me to
learn from those people | worked with at
the property management company,
because those people barely finished
college but they were street smart. They
were smart-ass. They knew how to read
people, knew when to stand out and when
not to. | did not know that at all. | was very
reckless, really reckless. Maybe | was too
eager to express myself, to show what |
could do. Maybe that wasn’t a good idea.

In 2013, Luo asked for a transfer from
Guangzhou to Shanghai for family reasons.
Soon after, she resigned from the property
management firm, hoping to have a new
beginning in the new city. Later, she joined
the foreign data technology company that
we mentioned at the beginning of our
episode. That data technology company
ended up closing very soon.

This unemployment prompted Luo to
rethink her career. She took her software
engineer husband as a role model.
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A: You are a programmer, you may only be
writing lines after lines at the beginning of
your career, but then you will be
responsible for the architecture of an app
and you’d have more responsibility over
your shoulder. You will have a clear career
path and your expertise would become
deeper and deeper.

Luo hoped to find such a job that would
offer her a solid career path, where she
would also be able to apply her skills from
administrative management and sales into
use. She found Human Resources a good
direction. After failing a few job interviews
for in-house HR position because of a lack
of direct experience, she was offered a job
as a headhunter at a small, private
headhunting agency.

She was offered a monthly salary of 7,000
yuan (equivalent of USD 1,000)—this was
not a good offer for someone with a
master’s degree from a well-known
university and someone who already had
work experience. But salary was not her
main concern. For her, getting onto a
professional track as soon as possible
seemed more pressing.

Q: Do you still remember the first day of
work?

A: Yes, | remember. It was January 5™. |
arrived at 9am for the morning meeting.
Every one in the company showed up and
every one spoke about their targets of the
year—how much they were going to earn
for the firm.

Q: Hearing these targets from your peers on
your first day of work, what did that make
you feel?

A: | was trying to cheer myself up. If my
colleagues could do it, | could do it as well.

Q: How much were your colleagues’
targets? Did they sound like big challenges
to you?
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A: | had noidea. | knew too little about the
industry.

Q: Hearing what they said, did that make
you feel nervous or inspired?

A: | can’t really be sure now. What they said
at the time seemed vague to me now. |
recalled someone had a target like 1 million
or 1.2 million. Something like that. And my
boss encouraged them when they spoke.

The so-called 1 or 1.2million refers to the
income that a headhunting consultant
brings to the company in one year. We will
explain this concept in detail later.

For the first year, Luo worked an average of
10 hours a day sometimes slept for 4 hours
each day. She had red pimples all over her
face because of pressure and unbalanced
work-life. Her routine job in that first year
was to search resumes online and give
candidates cold calls.

A: It was all about managing your own
mindset. | was afraid at the beginning that |
had to make lots of phone calls. How was |
going to manage those candidates? How
would | start my conversation with them?
But later | thought to myself why be so
timid? All | was doing was to introduce
opportunities to people so they could make
their own decisions. | was bringing people
good news, so why would | be afraid? Once
| realized that my job became a lot easier.

A lot of the time our job involves searching
for good candidates based on their public
profile. Then we would go phone interview
them and try to understand the following:
1) how good is his/her English? 2) what’s
his/her current role? 3) who is s/he
reporting to? 4) how big is his/her team,
and who sits on the same level with
him/her? 5) how is his/her job
performance?
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Basically, | would have these questions
listed out in a chart and filled in the
information as | made the calls. Once | got
familiar with the process, | started
developing my own questions. | spent a
long time learning about different
industries, and | went online to read and
deepen my understanding in every
profession.

Take FMCG as an example, | had searched
“marketing”, “trade marketing”, “product
manager” to understand what qualities
each role required. Those are all hard work
outside my working hours. | worked

overtime to better myself.

For the first year, she reached out to an
average of 10-15 candidates every day. By
the end of that year, she had cultivated
more than 2,500 candidates. After a year of
persistence, Luo became a “one million
consultant,” which meant that she has
brought in over one million revenue for her
company, within the first year. Now let us
put this into context—if you apply the
20-30% commission rate commonly
adopted in the headhunting business, this
means Luo has helped her clients fill nearly
15 vacancies over a year, with each
candidate earning an annual salary of
around 300,000 yuan (equivalent of USD
43,000).

The job of a headhunter sometimes is like
climbing an endless staircase. Often times
when you think you find a potential
candidate, that is just the start of your job.
A headhunter needs to have a
comprehensive understanding of the
candidate's personality, skills and career
expectations. Headhunters also need to
coordinate and manage the emotions of
candidates.

A: For a case to be successful, a headhunter
must understand fully the industry. It is also
important to refer enough amount of




candidates to the client within a desired
time period. A headhunter must know what
each candidate’s strength is, and how much
chance s/he stands against the rest. Once
you have the ideal candidates, you need to
also manage their emotions and
performance at the job interviews.
Sometimes candidates may be approached
by other headhunters as well, you need to
guide them through these emotions and
opportunities. It is a very long process.

This year is the fifth year since Luo has
entered the headhunting industry. She’s
now a critical member at her company and
is responsible for training each newcomer.
While her career thrives, I’'m curious about
how she views her life and work experience
in Shanghai. Does that fulfill her
imagination of big cities when she was a
child?

Q: Between your childhood imagination of
big cities and the reality, and between
your parents’ hope for you to live in a big
city and the reality, is a gap?

A: when | was young, | didn’t think about
big city from a career development
perspective. | think when my parents spoke
about big cities they were thinking about
the freedom a big city offers. But the reality
is actually a bit harsh.

Life in a big city is no easy. And | tell my
parents so whenever | visit them back in
hometown. | tell them not to think of me as
a noble white collar or knowledge worker.
I’'m no different from those migrant workers
they see in Guangzhou. No different! My
parents are so used to small town life right
now, they think being off job at 6pm is
normal but in reality it is not. Not in big
cities.

In my experience, it is normal to work day
and night in order to fulfill a task. It is not
even worth mentioning that we work so




hard (because everyone in the big city does
So).

Q: How did they react to your expression?

A: They thought | worked too hard. Maybe
it’s because they are getting old. They have
reached a place that they... Well, maybe
they all had fight for their careers while
young. But at the time, we as their children
we didn’t get it. Now it’s vice versa.

My mom has retired. My father is about to
retire this year. They don’t want me to work
hard anymore. They only wish me to be
safe and peaceful, despite a long time ago
they had high hopes for me. They wanted
me to achieve high marks in school, to
make contributions to society, or to make a
lot of money to make family proud.

But they don’t want it anymore, after they
experienced a lot of life and death. Family
members passed away, that type of thing.

Every family tells a story about our society,
and about the era we live in. Some families
prospered, some shattered. Once my
parents experienced all that, they started to
look at their children differently and their
hopes for their children evolved. All they
want now for me is to live a happy, peaceful
life, not making a lot of money, but just
have a decent job and have my own
children. That’s it.

You are listening to In Context Season One
“Changing Career”, a podcast about young
people making career transitions. You may
think we are talking about career choices,
but we hope to go further. I'm Anita Xu, this
episode is produced and edited by me.
Tune in next time.




