
Becoming the Compelling Candidate (Speaker's Notes)
Overview:

What can you do to give a company every incentive to hire you? From knowing yourself, to knowing your audience, to proactively convincing management that you are the best match, here are the steps to meet the company's needs so it will meet yours. Not only will you find better work, but you'll get more respect – and better opportunities – faster.
We'll discuss resumes, cover letters, researching, interviewing, portfolios, and negotiation as they relate to today's local job market for technical communicators. Bring your toughest questions and be prepared to participate fully.

As a former software industry Technical Writer and Publications Manager, and for the past 13 years a recruiter of Bay Area technical communicators, Andrew knows that we often fail to capitalize on our full professional potential. He also knows how we can reverse this tendency. If you're ready to make your career more fulfilling, show up and share. This one meeting will likely save you years of frustration.
Biography:

Andrew Davis runs Synergistech Communications, a local recruiting firm for staff and contract technical communicators. Andrew is a former writer of system administration and software developer documentation for companies such as Oracle (documenting relational databases on proprietary operating systems), IBM (UNIX hypertext authoring tools), Informix (Windows database tools), Network Equipment Technologies (PBXs and routers), and Verity (enterprise text search tools).

Andrew is well-connected in Silicon Valley's software and telecommunication documentation communities, and focuses on introducing small and mid-size companies to technical communicators possessing hard-to-find technical expertise. In addition to recruiting Technical Writers, Synergistech has provided its clients with trainers, instructional designers, medical writers, and user experience (UX) professionals on both coasts.

Synergistech's web site, www.synergistech.com, contains detailed, specific advice for aspiring as well as established technical communication professionals, and includes large sections on resumes, portfolios, interviewing, contracting, compensation, and competing in today's job market. He's reachable at andrew@synergistech.com or 1-866-591-2968.

==

My Assumptions

- You've worked as a Technical Communicator before, have relevant portfolio samples for the work you seek, and can supply at least two professional references (a manager and an SME)

- You're either unemployed or about to be, or feel the strong need to leave your current role

- You have relatively current tools and technology skills
- Your compensation requirements are in line with today's job market
- You know how to identify the right cultural match for yourself
What is Today's Job Market Like for Technical Communicators?
- More competitive than last year, with more stakeholders involved and decisions taking longer.
- There are plenty of opportunities, but most are staff positions for people with strong technical skills willing to work on the Peninsula and in the South Bay. End-user and System Admin doc jobs are rare.
- Technical knowledge -- specifically domain expertise rather than tools experience -- matter more than communications skills (which are assumed)

- Job descriptions are becoming more idealistic, often concatenating two roles (a junior software engineer, often, or a project manager, as well as a Technical Writer) into a single one. (In the past, Synergistech used to be able to ask managers the hard questions and develop prioritized job descriptions with realistic price tags.)

- Publications Managers no longer control their own budgets, so have to lobby not only for requisitions but also for additional funds for recruiting commissions, employee relocation assistance, training, professional development (conferences, etc), and sometimes even software licenses. This is why there's so little opportunity for recruiters like Synergistech, and why more companies haven't already purchased (let alone implemented) a content-management system. Funds are almost always controlled by CFOs or even startups' boards of directors, and spending is biased in favor of resources who generate revenue.
- The profession's stature has diminished significantly since the late 90s. In many cases, technical communicators are perceived to be the resource willing (if not always able) to do the work engineers hate, and companies often believe that they can do without us altogether or, almost as easily, replace us for 1/5 the cost in India.

Job-Searching 101 (a Review)

The basics, in case you needed reminding:
1. Write a flawless resume that focuses on accomplishments that will be relevant to your next company, lists your tools and technical domain expertise at the top, and clarifies the work you seek in an Objective or Summary statement.
2. Network assiduously through LinkedIn, STC, colleagues, friends, recruiters, and relatives, and subscribe to Not Synergistech's Jobs' RSS feed
3. Put exemplary portions of your portfolio online and link to that site from your resume or cover letter

4. Apply to all jobs you'd actually enjoy doing, as well as to companies whose product interests you (regardless of whether they have a vacancy), and don't make assumptions about compensation or culture
5. During phone interviews, get a clear sense of what matters to each likely in-person interviewer and the kind of portfolio samples, references, or technical understanding they'll want to see from you.
6. Research the company using Hoovers, Wikipedia, LinkedIn, and other resources listed under 'Company Research' at 'Learning What the Natives Know' (www.synergistech.com/getting-technical.shtml). Prepare at least five smart, educated questions for each of your interviewers. See Synergistech's Advice about Interviewing (www.synergistech.com/interviewing.shtml) for at least six articles full of such questions.
7. During in-person interviews, dress respectfully, smile, give a firm handshake, face your interviewer, make plenty of eye contact, give short and focused answers (then ask if they want to hear more), be forthcoming about your accomplishments and how you achieved them, and provide lots of specifics about how you resolved problems and overcame challenges to everyone's benefit. Don't criticize, whine, or blame, no matter how tempted you may be. Talk less than your interviewer, if possible.
8. Following in-person interviews, send thank-you notes, ask their decision-making timeframe, offer to make your references available, and find out whether they'd like more information from you.

9. During negotiations, when asked your price, give only a range (centered around an acceptable number) and make it clear that you're interested in the overall offer (benefits, responsibilities, work conditions, potential for career growth, stock options, and a dozen other factors listed in 'Tools and Resources for Optimizing your Compensation' (www.synergistech.com/compensation.shtml) as well as that you've still got multiple irons in the fire.
10. Respond quickly and honorably to any offer. If it's too low, say so and say why – even if there's no price flexibility, you can always negotiate the intangibles. If you're weighing two offers, say so and give the hiring managers a timeframe for your decision. If you're looking for a counter-offer from your current company, set yourself a deadline for a verdict (no more than a week if you plan to give them two weeks' notice), then resign and accept the new company's offer. Beware counter-offers; broken trust doesn't heal.
New Tactics for Today's Market
It boils down to being proactive about getting yourself noticed, then demonstrating resourcefulness, educated enthusiasm, and (most of all) real-world results.
Get Your Candidacy Noticed

- Be found. Create a complete LinkedIn profile. More than Facebook, MySpace, or any other social networking site, LinkedIn is the serious jobseeker's site. Get recommendations from colleagues, and answer others' questions; both add to your credibility.
- Put your resume on the main job boards (Monster, DICE, HotJobs, CareerBuilder, etc), but make your name and email address anonymous to protect your identity. Consider listing a phone number that goes straight to voicemail, as you'll get plenty of uninformed calls and almost as many 'business opportunity' solicitations. Don't list your cell number if you can help it. Never include your actual street address.
- Use aggregator services (such as Oodle, Simply Hired, etc) to email you news of new job postings in your geographic area and professional niche.
Here is where we get into the nuance of the job search, the subtler side, where a masterful jobseeker can distinguish her- or himself from the merely capable one. In a tight market, becoming the Compelling Candidate is the result of working consciously to leave a positive impression. When hiring decisions get made, more often than not it's this impression that has the most influence. After all, managers are people too.
Resourcefulness --

- Google your main interviewers (after all, they're googling you). Find out where they've worked, and use your LinkedIn network to contact their peers and former colleagues and find out more about them. You really have no excuse any more for not knowing as much about them as they know about you. At the very least, it'll help you come up with relevant questions for them.

- In your interviews, ask about the team's current challenges and volunteer information about how you faced and resolved similar challenges. Be focused and specific, and include as many objective facts (dollar amounts, percentages, time savings, etc) as you can. If your success was commended by management, quote them.

- If the company makes its documentation public on its site, download some relevant content and prepare some questions about it. Here's your chance to demonstrate that you can take the initiative, save them time and money, and that you're passionate about helping them. Such interest and commitment is usually reciprocated.

Educated Enthusiasm --

- Present realistic professional scenarios to your interviewers and ask them how they'd expect you to respond. This tells you whether they're realistic and, if their expectations are low, gives you the chance to jump in and explain how you'd over-deliver.

- Educate yourself about the company's market and ask trenchant questions about their strategy, funding, partners, expectations for beating their competition, and so on. Make it clear that you want to commit to a winning team, not just a group of nice people hoping to survive (or get acquired).

- Ask detailed questions about the department's plans (for tools, training, staffing, implementing new techniques, gaining new responsibilities, offshoring, etc) and comment on how you can assist with (or benefit from) these. In other words, engage the interviewer and make the mental equation between yourself and their success.
- Leave your interviewers with the impression that you're not just looking for a paycheck. You're looking for an opportunity to contribute, and you both understand and care about their goals. Connect the dots so that, when they think "which of the candidates we interviewed will do the best job?" the inescapable answer is that, even if you don't have all the qualifications they'd prefer, you're by far the most informed, enthusiastic, capable, and committed candidate.

Real-World Results --

- Ask questions that give you the chance to talk about how you've delivered objective increases in revenue or savings. Cite specific dollar or percentage changes, time saved, and related quantifiable results whenever possible. And don't forget to quote senior management, if they commended your work.
- Narrate your portfolio samples from the point of view of business results achieved – scenario, challenge, solution, and realized revenue or savings. There is no more meaningful way to demonstrate your value.

- Don't turn up your nose when asked to send more than one or two samples, or to take a writing test.
- Learn what successful people do in the role you'll occupy, and look for opportunities to make your management and SMEs look good. From editing their presentations, to taking on project-management duties, to helping them hire (other) great people, to talking them up to their own management, you can have a very positive impact without sacrificing anything. And if they're worth helping, they'll certainly look for opportunities to reciprocate when they get the chance.

The Final Touches

All else being equal, what makes the difference when choosing between two comparable candidates? It's chemistry -- the degree to which you've bonded with your interviewers. Although there are certainly factors over which you have no control, you can do a lot to sway the decision in your favor:
1. Attitude – an informed, enthusiastic commitment to the team's goals and a willingness to 'suck it up' for the sake of the organization's success
2. Engagement – anticipating concerns and addressing them. In short, it involves asking questions, taking the initiative, and keeping your eyes and ears open.
3. Growth – willingness to focus on diverse ways you can contribute, offering assistance, demonstrating reliability, and seeking reciprocation later
4. Compensation – recognize that great teams find ways to recognize, promote, and compensate top-notch contributors. Your reward might not come instantly in pure dollar terms, but rather in job satisfaction, diverse responsibilities, broader opportunities, and professional stability.

Questions you should ask yourself after you get hired to keep your career on-track
1. Am I making a measurable contribution to the company's bottom line? If so, how can I quantify it?

2. Am I learning new skills that would allow me to qualify for a job I'd want somewhere else?
3. Have my responsibilities changed more than 50 percent in the past 18 months? (If not, worry.)

4. What evidence do I have that I'm valued by management? Is it sufficient?
5. Do I feel professionally held back by circumstances, people, politics, or other factors? If so, which and why?

6. Am I aware of people with equivalent skills who have better jobs and more professional satisfaction?

7. If I could transition to any other role in the company, which would it be and why?
8. Will my current employer support me with training, tuition reimbursement, mentoring, etc?

9. Is there precedent at my company for a technical communicator evolving into a different role?
10. Am I likely to survive a layoff, and if so, why?
Q&A

