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Why this guide exists.

Most career advice written for people on the Service Desk is generic. It tells you to ge
a portfolio, network on Linkedln, and apply. None of that is wrong. None of it explains
with the same certs end up in very different places three years later.

The thing missing from most advice is the shape of the routes themselves. What progr
like once you're moving. Where it quietly stalls. Why certain backgrounds open certair
close others. What the system actually rewards once you're inside it.

The Service Desk is a foundation, not a destination. The question i
whether it matters. The question is what you build on top of it.

This guide is for people on first-line support who can feel the gap between what they"
what they've actually owned. It won't tell you which route to take. It will tell you what
really like once you're on it, and why some routes that look identical from the outside
once you start moving.
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A personal note.

| started on the Service Desk. Looking back, | didn't enjoy much of it. The tickets wer
pressure was real. Progress often felt slow. There were days when it felt like everybo!
moving faster.

What | appreciate now is what it gave me. The Service Desk forced me to troubleshoo
to communicate. It exposed me to systems, users, outages, mistakes and constraints.
first set of battle scars that every experienced technology professional carries in one

| | wouldn't choose to stay there forever. | also wouldn't choose to s

Many of the lessons that matter later in your career are learned early, when you're clc
problems and furthest from the decision-making. Starting at the bottom and working uj
invaluable. The goal of this guide is not to suggest the Service Desk is a bad place to
opposite. It's one of the most valuable foundations in technology. The question is not
Service Desk matters. The question is what you build on top of it.

— James
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The first mistake most people make.

On the Service Desk, certifications feel like progress. They're concrete, they cost mor
up on your CV the day after you pass. So when progression stalls, the first instinct is
another exam.

NAMED OBSERVATION
Certification Substitution.

Treating the next certification as a substitute for the exposure, ownership or res
the next role actually requires. The cert is real. The substitution is the problem.

Employers don't hire CVs. They hire evidence that someone has done a thing close
being asked of them. Two CCNAs and an Azure Fundamentals won't compensate for
owned a system end to end. The hiring manager spots it in one scenario question.

The next certification rarely solves the real problem because the real problem is us
knowledge. It's that nobody at your current employer has trusted you with anything
different problem, and it's not solved by passing another exam.

Certs prove direction. Ownership proves capability. The market p
the second.

POST ATLAS - postatlas.co.uk 04 /16



POST ATLAS - FIELD GUIDE

The four most common routes out.

There are more than four ways out of first-line support, but four account for the overw
majority of progression: Security, Cloud, Infrastructure, Networking. The next four pac
one in turn. Three things are worth saying up front.

WHAT ATTRACTS PEOPLE TO EACH
Security attracts the curious. People who already enjoy investigation.

Cloud attracts the builders. People who want to make systems, not maintain them

Infrastructure attracts the operators. People who like things that stay up.

Networking attracts the troubleshooters. People who like to find the actual cause.

WHAT SUCCESS ACTUALLY REQUIRES

All four routes reward the same underlying thing: exposure to real systems under re
Reading about them isn't the same as being responsible for them. The certs are the
not the work itself.

THE COMMON MISCONCEPTION

Each of these routes looks like a single clear path from the outside. From the insid
branches early and quietly. The first role you land usually decides which branch yo
three years, even when nobody told you a branch existed.
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Security.

Security is the route everyone hears about first because it's the loudest in the market
route with the widest gap between what people study for and what the job actually inv

WHAT THE WORK ACTUALLY LOOKS LIKE

Most security work, especially early on, is investigation. Reading logs you don't ful
asking why a thing happened the way it did, chasing down a detail somebody else d
Curiosity matters more than confidence. Patience matters more than tooling.

NAMED OBSERVATION
The investigation reflex.

Security hires the people who already do the work for free. Anyone who pulls ape
behaviour on their own machine without being asked is already practising the job
waiting for the cert to tell them how is still studying for a different one.

COMMON MISTAKES

Stacking certs in place of exposure. Aiming straight at SOC analyst without any ope
background. Treating security as a single destination rather than a dozen separate
one word. Defensive, offensive, governance, engineering and architecture all live u
don't reward the same people.
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Cloud.

Cloud is the route with the highest ceiling and the most expensive entry mistakes. The
are sat by people who've never owned a Linux box. Hiring managers can tell inside tw
guestions.

WHAT IT QUIETLY ASSUMES

Cloud assumes you can already operate systems. Linux fundamentals, basic networ
an instinct for failure modes. The cloud part sits on top of those, not in place of the
foundations and you spend three years bouncing off interviews you should be passi

NAMED OBSERVATION

Cloud Without Foundations.

Sitting AWS or Azure exams while having never SSH'd into a Linux box in anger.
read as paper-thin within ten minutes of a technical interview. The fix is not anof
fix is six months of actually running things.

WHAT THE STRONG CANDIDATES HAVE

Comfort with the command line. Some kind of automation in their week, even if it's
or a side project where something has broken and they had to fix it without a runbo
is the one that separates candidates the most.
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Infrastructure.

Infrastructure is the most underrated route out of first-line support, partly because it i
and partly because nobody markets it. It's the route most working architects came fror
route most likely to still be useful in ten years.

WHY IT KEEPS PAYING OFF
Infrastructure work forces you into contact with everything: identity, networking, st
virtualisation, monitoring, patching, on-call. Nobody gets to specialise too early. Tt
point. It's why so many future cloud architects, security architects and platform lea
of an infra background.

NAMED OBSERVATION
Infrastructure Gravity Well.

The pattern of strong infrastructure engineers ending up in architecture, platform
cloud roles years later, almost by accident, because they spent five years touchi
of the stack.

WHAT IT TRADES AWAY

Glamour. The hot job titles. The conference talks. Infrastructure is steady work tha
slowly. That's a feature for some people and a flaw for others, and being honest ab
are is half the decision.
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Networking.

Networking remains valuable not because it's growing but because the people who rea
it are increasingly rare. Every cloud abstraction eventually leaks back to a routing tab
has to read.

WHY IT CREATES OPTIONALITY

Strong networking skills travel into almost every other route. Into cloud, into securi
infrastructure, into anything that involves debugging a system you didn't build. The
true. Cloud engineers do not casually pick up routing protocols over a weekend.

NAMED OBSERVATION
The packet trace test.

The quiet difference between engineers who can debug distributed systems and t
can't is usually the ability to read what's actually on the wire. Most people never
ones who do tend to be the senior names on incident calls.

WHAT IT TRADES AWAY
Speed. Networking takes longer to feel productive in than cloud or scripting work. T
slower. The later years are unusually durable.
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Why people get stuck.

Some people stall on the Service Desk for two or three years without realising they've
pay creeps up, the tickets change, the team shuffles. From the inside it can feel like f
the outside it doesn't. A handful of recurring patterns explain most of it.

NAMED OBSERVATION

Waiting To Be Noticed.

The belief that doing the job well will eventually trigger a conversation about pro
almost never does. Promotions are asked for, scoped and argued for. They're rar
by surprise.

NAMED OBSERVATION

Internal Mobility Advantage.

The often-underused fact that moving sideways inside your current employer is u
cheapest way to gain new exposure. Service Desk to a junior infra rotation costs
shortens the next external move by a year.

NAMED OBSERVATION
The Second Beginner Problem.

Starting over every twelve months on a new certification path. Security one year,
next, networking the year after. Each restart resets the clock on becoming intern
anything. The people who progress pick a direction that's good enough and stay
enough to stop being a beginner.

Most stalling isn't caused by one thing. It's caused by the absence of any single thi
change the situation. Naming the pattern is the part that gets skipped.
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What employers actually reward.

Forget the competency frameworks. After enough hiring rounds the same four things k
the people who get the offer from the people who don't. None of them appear on a cer
syllabus.

OWNERSHIP
Having your name on something. A system, a process, a runbook. Not contributed t«
difference shows up the moment somebody asks what would you do if it broke at 2a

INITIATIVE
Doing the thing nobody asked you to do because it obviously needed doing. This is
common trait shared by people who progress fast out of first-line support.

DELIVERY
Finishing things. Not starting them, not researching them, not having opinions abou
them. Hiring managers can smell the difference inside ten minutes.

EXPOSURE

Having been in the room when real things happened. The outage, the migration, the
incident. You can't fake the texture of someone who's been there, and you can't sul
study.
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Choosing a direction.

Before deciding which route to pursue, the more useful question is which kind of work
enjoy doing on a Friday afternoon when nobody is watching. These questions are desi
reflection, not scoring.

ASK YOURSELF, HONESTLY

e Do | enjoy investigation, or do | find it draining?

e Do I like building new things, or fixing existing ones?

e Do | prefer systems | can touch, or systems | can abstract?

e« Do | want to be the one called when it breaks, or the one preventing the break?

e Do | read about technology in my own time? About which kind?

When something fails, do | want to know exactly why, or just want it working agai

There are no right answers. There are answers that quietly align with one route anc
another. The mistake isn't choosing the wrong route. The mistake is choosing witho

The route that suits you is rarely the route that pays the most. It
one you'll still be good at in year five.

POST ATLAS - postatlas.co.uk 12/16



POST ATLAS - FIELD GUIDE

The truth about timelines.

Almost everything written about IT career timelines is optimistic. The six-month transf
the year-one salary doublings, the cert-to-job stories. They exist. They're a small frac
actually happens.

Eighteen to thirty-six months is the realistic window for a meaning
change of role. Five years is not failure. It's the median.

The hidden cost in every route out of first-line support is the slow middle. Months 12 f
certs are done, the title hasn't changed, the pay hasn't moved, and the LinkedIn posts
people's promotions land harder than they should.

NAMED OBSERVATION
The slow middle.

The eighteen-month stretch where most of the work happens, none of the recogni
and the temptation to start over with a new cert is at its highest. The people who
usually don't remember it as a hard time. They remember it as the time things st:

Planning around eighteen months instead of six is the single biggest mindset shift :
people on the Service Desk. It removes the panic. It removes the cert spiral. It usu
the actual outcome.
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Career advice I'd ignore.

Some of the most repeated career advice in IT is actively unhelpful for people trying t
first-line support. Four examples worth naming.

FOLLOW YOUR PASSION

Passion is a poor predictor of career fit. Plenty of people are passionate about thin
doing eight hours a day. Tolerance for the boring parts is a better signal than entht
exciting ones.

GET EVERY CERTIFICATION
A wall of certifications signals one of two things to a hiring manager: either you do
you're aiming for, or you're using study as a substitute for experience. Neither is w

LEARN EVERYTHING FIRST

Nobody waits until they're ready. The people who move out of the Service Desk fas:
for the next role at roughly the point they think they're not quite qualified. The one
they feel ready usually wait an extra two years.

WAIT UNTIL YOU'RE READY
Readiness is a feeling that arrives roughly twelve months after the right moment to
with applying slightly early. That's where the fast movers live.
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The question this guide cannot answer.

Everything in this guide is the shape of progression. It describes how routes tend to b
they tend to stall, what the system tends to reward.

Should you pursue Security? Cloud? Infrastructure? Networking? T
| guide cannot know.

It cannot know because:

e Your background is specific. Your strengths sit somewhere on this map, not everywt
e Your constraints are specific. Salary floors, location, family, time, energy.
e Your goals are specific. Some people want depth. Some want breadth. Some want ol

e Your starting employer is specific. The same role at two companies isn't the same r¢

This is the honest limit of any free guide. The shape is general. The decision is yours
POST products on the next page exist for the people who want help with the second h
sentence.
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Explore your own route.

This guide describes the shape of progression. The two paid POST products answer tt
this guide cannot: what applies to you.

ROUTE PLANNER £12 one-time

Compare career futures before you commit.

Discover where routes tend to stall, where they accelerate, and what progress
demands. For when you're weighing options rather than acting on one.

postatl as. co. uk/start

CAREER VERDICT £20

Need a verdict, not more options?

A practitioner-framework assessment of your specific situation. Where you sta
route breaks, and what would change the call.

postatlas. co.uk/ career-verdict

This guide is free because awareness matters more than email addresses. Share it

POST ATLAS - postatlas.co.uk 16/ 16



