Berkeley STC Presentation, 2/8/2006

When to Trade Up
(or ‘When to Move on from a Job that Isn’t Helping Your Career’)
By Andrew Davis, Synergistech Communications, 1-866-591-2968
Context
I used to be a Tech Writer in Silicon Valley. In 1995 I reinvented myself as a recruiter, and using my STC connections and empathy for candidates, built a six-person team that placed about 1000 Tech Pubs candidates throughout the Bay Area until the lights went out in 2001. I took that opportunity to get a life, which for me manifested as a gym membership, then a wife (whom I met online, not at the gym), a move north to Napa followed by six months in New Zealand, and finally a baby daughter. Shortly after she was born I took a ‘real’ job as an IT recruiter in San Francisco, mostly to learn how others ply the trade but also to broaden my understanding of the technology world. I hated working for duplicitous dolts but met some great candidates and learned a lot about how best to market them. I’m now recruiting solo again, rebuilding my professional network, and doing what it takes to earn the trust of Tech Writers and other IT folk so that I might ally myself with them when they’re seeking work or hiring. In other words, I’m back.
What I see
We’re emerging from a really long recession. While the Tech Boom may return, I’m not seeing any euphoria anywhere right now. The tech industry has globalized, and larger companies move IT work offshore whenever possible. Employers/clients have become much more cost-conscious and often sacrifice quality for speed. Demand is increasing for experienced candidates with current technical skills, resulting in near-Y2K salaries and rates for the most desirable. Since Synergistech V1 hibernated, job duties appear to have consolidated further such that one person now has responsibility for delivering what used to take three. In high tech, product demand remains lukewarm and offerings are mostly evolutionary. No killer apps are on the horizon and purchasing urgency is low. Growth is being fueled by huge (4-times-2003-level) VC investments, mostly in proven ‘semi-startups’ rather than brand-new companies and only 1/3 in the computer industry (rather than 3/4 during the Tech Boom). Even so, none of these companies have even scheduled an IPO. Established tech companies grow by acquiring their competitors, resulting in operational synergies (ie, layoffs), or they just keep shareholders happy by repurchasing their stock. CFOs compensate for weak sales growth by hiking maintenance fees, offshoring and otherwise controlling fixed costs (ie, salaries and stock options) and, not least, by using third-party recruiters only when absolutely necessary.

In the local Tech Pubs world, the pressure to ‘do more with less’ only increases. Those who stayed employed during the recession are often exhausted, discouraged, and out of touch with their true market value. In some companies hiring is indeed picking up, but often decision-making is slow, job descriptions are unrealistic, and budgets evaporate without warning. Hiring managers fear making the wrong choice more than not hiring anyone at all. Very few pubs managers have any control over their budgets, and must act fast when authorized to hire -- or lose the req. Perhaps that explains all the hiring false starts and ensuing black holes we’ve seen over the past few years.
Tonight I’m hoping to encourage some of you to explore new opportunities that will revive your career, give you renewed hope and purpose, and not incidentally, supply more of what you love about your work.

My job is to help you recognize when it’s time to initiate a job change, advise you how to make the move, and provide some candid advice about ways to avoid the risks. I’m committed to giving you the information and help you need, whether you’re on the job market, hiring, or just weighing your options. I look forward to answering your questions after my talk.
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Signs it’s time to move on
Overworked? You’re given substantial new responsibilities but not compensated accordingly.
Powerless? Your perspectives aren’t solicited or are ignored. Your requests for resources (SME time, tools, training, supplemental labor, etc) are ignored. You have no control (or even influence) over your budget. Your boss doesn’t support you, or is under pressure to reduce headcount.
Unappreciated? You get no input into product design or delivery schedule. You never get to communicate with your audience. Your work isn’t noticed or is unfairly criticized. You’re demoted or asked to take an indefinite pay cut. Colleagues (or competing companies) are getting raises or bonuses, but you’re not. Younger, less experienced, or less-skilled workers are promoted before you.
Stale? You can’t remember the last time you learned a new tool, skill, or technique. You can no longer pretend that you’re having fun at work. (Ideally, your job should evolve such that you don’t recognize it from one six-month period to the next.)
Motivations for changing jobs
Professional advancement – change/focus your responsibilities, alter the politics, switch industries, etc

Better income, benefits, location, hours, ‘security’, advancement potential, etc

Need a different challenge
Look before you leap
Burnt out? Get back in touch with your positive motivations for working.

Feeling exploited? Get a reality check from a peer outside your company or industry, or even a career coach.

Afraid? Educate yourself about the risks and rewards, then listen to your gut. Fear is healthy if you face it.
Uninformed? Network, use the web (especially blog search tools), and ask hard questions of interviewers.

Rushed? Do your utmost not to rush into a job. If you don’t have sufficient financial reserves to tide you over between opportunities, consider a contract-to-perm arrangement or look for a short-term contract (which never has to appear on your resume).
Implementing your plan
How strong is the market demand for what you do? (Network with peers, check job listings, study salary surveys, ask Synergistech)
Competitiveness of your skills? (How completely do your skills and interests match job descriptions? If poorly, consider training or even a complete career switch. Repackaging the skills you actually want to use can be very rewarding.)
Consider simply changing jobs within your current company (Pros: Product knowledge, existing relationships, cultural compatibility, accrual of benefits, “the devil you know”, vs Cons: No suitable opening, reputation as an old dog/association with former role, corporate salary history/constraints, requirement to find and/or train your replacement, entrenched politics, etc
How to Make the Move

Use a Recruiter or go Solo?

Assess market demand by networking and trolling the job boards (SVSTC and STC sites, KITlist-Tech, Monster, HotJobs, DICE, Craig’s List, CareerBuilder, etc) and aggregators (Indeed.com, Simplyhired.com, etc)
Refine or polish your skills, and invest in gaining new ones (training, home study, etc)
Overhaul your resume (Crystalize goals, emphasize accomplishments -- esp cost savings and product-improvement initiatives -- and include only work relevant to what you want to do next
Send out your resume using beacon technology from “didtheyreadit.com” or similar.
Don’t give up. (Seek support for your intentions from friends, ex-colleagues, and Synergistech, but don’t let go of your intention to find more fulfilling work.)
