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My Assumptions and Biases:

My experience with recruiting and, indeed, with Technical Writing, is limited to the high-tech industry, specifically in the Silicon Valley. Within that niche, most of my experience has been with highly technical software product companies seeking technical communicators who already understand their product and audience. Little of my work has involved consumer-oriented documentation.
My Background:

I wrote programmer-reference and system-administration documentation for software companies in Silicon Valley for ten years, until 1994. Then, as President and unofficial Jobs Guru for the San Francisco chapter of STC, I realized I was providing altogether too much assistance to the hoards of clue-challenged recruiters beseeching me for worthy candidates to fill their two-line Tech Writer listings. Inspired by Christine England of Writers Inc, Michael Sunday of Sunday and Associates, and the practices of the National Writers Union, I began recruiting technical communications professionals in 1995. I created the kind of service I’d want representing me if I were still a candidate for these kinds of positions and, I’m told, invented a unique and very candidate-friendly business. Synergistech Communications went into hibernation late last year because demand for Technical Communicators disappeared. I’ve laid off my administrative staff and am helping my two ex-recruiters launch a new company, called Life’s Work Career Advancement Services, which will debut early next month. Life’s Work’s goal is to improve candidates’ resumes and interviewing skills, and to confirm the quality of their professional references.

Preamble:

Recruiters are (or used to be) the source of many job listings for technical communicators. Companies engage independent recruiters on a contingency basis to bring them qualified candidates for positions requiring relatively sophisticated skills, and to streamline the interview and negotiation process. Hiring companies only pay contingency recruiters if that firm’s candidate is offered and accepts the job, and (in the case of a staff employee) remains there for at least 90 days. A different kind of recruiter, the in-house or ‘retained’ recruiter, does much the same thing but gets paid (usually by the hour) regardless of whether the candidates they ‘source’ are offered or accept positions.

I. Dealing with Recruiters

A) What Recruiters Do

· Retained (in-house) Recruiter

· Gathers info, lets others evaluate

· Works exclusively for company, gets paid regardless of who fills job

· Possesses no domain expertise or interest

· Reads a script and follows orders

· Often threatened by recruiter-represented candidates

· Independent Recruiter

· Posts own listing, performs substantial evaluation of candidates’ skills and abilities

· Acts as candidate’s advocate, educating both parties, and persuading hiring manager to follow through

· Possesses substantial industry (and, often, also domain) expertise

· Gets paid only if their candidate is offered and accepts the position (and survives there for 90+ days)

B) What (Independent) Recruiters Want

· in a Candidate

· Majority of the skills and experience cited in the ‘Required’ section of the job description

· Demonstrable commitment to professional development, as evidenced by past jobs, coursework, and relevant volunteer activities

· Above-average interpersonal skills and ability to make the client successful

· As little hostility, entitlement, and stubbornness as possible

· in a Client

· A budget for a independent recruiting services (and not just their in-house recruiter or HR rep)

· Clarity and articulateness about what is really required in the position

· Decisiveness and a spine -- in order to stand up to management (which wants to save money), and to engineers (who often prefer to hire in their own image)

· Willingness to make hiring a consistently high priority

· Clear, frank, forthcoming communication about a candidate’s strengths and weaknesses as well as key colleagues’ hot buttons

C) How Recruiters Can Help Candidates

· Introductions/Information

· Names, titles, track records, and preferences of key decision-makers on the hiring team

· Company’s competition, product set, audience, and culture

· Prioritization of the job description

· Scheduling

· Phone screens and in-person interviews

· Interview Preparation

· Polishing interpersonal skills, focusing answers to key questions, and preparing portfolio items and related talking points

· Relationship-building

· Soliciting and carefully listening to post-interview feedback from both client and candidate

· Patiently, non-defensively educating to resolve misconceptions (not just spin-control, but true goal-oriented communication)

· Defusing concerns quickly and completely

· Cementing trust from both parties

· Negotiation

· Educating hiring manager about candidate’s market value

· Managing candidate’s expectations about compensation

· Requesting non-cash incentives when hiring manager’s budget is stretched

· Sign-on bonuses

· Accelerated performance and compensation reviews

· Additional stock options

· Buy-out of employee’s stock options with former employer

· Additional or altered responsibilities

· Telecommuting privileges (w/ company-supplied equipment)

D) What Can Go Wrong

· Before the interview

· Recruiter demonstrates no clue about what hiring manager needs

· Candidate loses interest and abandons the process without warning (seen as evidence of poor screening by recruiter, and candidate’s opportunism or insincerity)

· Candidate gets stressed, becomes adversarial toward client or recruiter (posing risk to recruiter’s reputation if the relationship isn’t healed)

· Hiring manager gets busy, fails to respond to candidates’ resumes (seen as losing commitment, wasting recruiter’s and candidates’ time)

· During the interview

· Hiring manager changes the job description without warning (makes recruiter look inept, embarrasses and breaks trust with candidate, wastes the hiring manager’s time)

· Chemistry missing – bad body language, insincere interaction, clash of professional priorities, personal network check (“who do you know?”) hints at potential problems, portfolio NDA issues….

· Hiring manager and other decision makers have conflicting agendas

· Hiring manager attempts to short-circuit recruiter by discussing compensation, competing opportunities, going ‘direct’, or asking for referrals to other candidates

· After the interview

· Hiring manager won’t go to bat on candidate’s behalf with colleagues on different teams

· Hiring manager fails to tell recruiter the real reason for rejecting their candidate

· Hiring manager blames recruiter for not being telepathic or forgiving of his or her spinelessness

· Candidate feels misled, exploited, manipulated, or otherwise abused by one or both parties

· Recruiter fails to build the relationship patiently, instead pressures candidate or hiring manager to say ‘yes’

II. Negotiating Compensation

A) Negotiating with the Employer/Client

· Determine your Value

· Know thyself

· What do you want from your career (near-term), and are you likely to get it from this job?

· Will the company’s expectations, values, and culture mesh with yours after the honeymoon ends?

· How much are you worth to them?

· How much does the company have to spend?

· Know how much you need to earn (ie, your physical, emotional needs)

· Know when to walk away

· Strategies

· Talk least

· Make the hiring manager or HR person be the first to specify a number

· Demonstrate your interest, but also make it clear that you respect yourself and know your worth

· Offer to be flexible and to ‘work with them’ on specifics as long as the overall package meets your needs

· Get promises (for future compensation, responsibilities, etc) in writing

B) Negotiating with Independent Recruiters

· If the recruiter has earned your trust, trust your recruiter. (If not, negotiate directly with the company.)

· Tell the recruiter what you think you’re worth, and why – then ask for feedback

· Be frank about your professional, emotional, logistical, and other considerations

· Be specific about what you want to be in the offer

· Know that you have veto power over any actual ‘deal’

· Strategies

· Let the recruiter be your sole representative in all matters related to compensation

· Keep your recruiter fully informed as other opportunities and offers manifest

· Keep your word, and let the recruiter know that you expect the same from all parties

· If you are made an offer and accept, do your best to make the hiring manager look good

· What can go wrong?

· If the recruiter or hiring manager breaks trust:

· Don’t feel entitled to do likewise until you’ve told both parties what happened

· Know that it was probably not deliberate and try to patch things up

· Exit Strategies

· If things don’t work out, keep your cool, communicate fully, and don’t blame

· If you don’t get the job, offer to make yourself available when another suitable opportunity arises

