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About Me

l Consultant of various things
l Red Desk Studio
l @chris_oh



Today’s Plan

l 10 most common mistakes tech writers make 
when looking for work

l Acing the interview with a killer portfolio
l Workplace negotiation skills



Part 1: The 10 Most Common 
Mistakes Tech Writers Make When 

Looking for Work



Overview

l Recruiters (both HR and external agents) receive 
tens if not hundreds of resumes a day. 

l Do everything you can to make it easy for them 
to help you get the job.

l The mistakes are presented in order of 
chronology, not severity—some are more 
“deadly” than others!



1. Not Following Submission Directions 

l Make a good first impression—follow the 
submission directions!

l MS Word or PDF? 
l “No calls.”



2. Not Building Professional Relationships 

l Get to know people, build your professional network, 
meet your recruiter.

l You want someone who will sing your praises to the 
next person in the hiring process…

l …especially if you are not an exact match or have an 
odd situation. 

l Plus, when a great job comes in, who do you think 
we’re going to call first?



3. Bad Manners 

l It's poor form to mail your resume to 45 
recruiters in one email... 

l …especially when you display them all in the To: 
field! 

l Keep a log of where your resume has been sent. 
l Don't insult the recruiter. 

(I'm not kidding–it happens!) 



4. Applying When You Are not Even Remotely Qualified 

l Pay attention to the "must have" vs. "nice to 
have" requirements.

l Do apply for jobs that are a bit of a stretch, but at 
least be in the ballpark! 



5. Not Summarizing Skills vs. Requirements 

l Not all recruiters have the time to read your 
resume from top to bottom.

l Many just skim for keywords.
l They can’t possibly understand what makes a 

good TW as well as you do. 
l Do you really want someone who is not a 

professional TW deciding if you are a good 
enough to pass on?



5. Not Summarizing Skills vs. Requirements

l Be proactive: send a summary of how your 
experience matches the job requirements. 

l If you don't have one of the requirements, this is 
where you say, "I don't have XYZ, but I do have 
ABC..." 



5. Not Summarizing Skills vs. Requirements

l Suddenly, recruiters love you: 
- They didn't have to search for the information. 
- You typed the summary for them. 
- You pointed out important information they may have 

missed. 
- All they had to do is verify the information and pass it 

on. 



6. Misnaming Your Resume 

l Remember, recruiters receive tens if not 
hundreds of resumes a day. 

l Would you want to receive 100 resumes a day 
named "resume.doc"? 

l Name your resume so it can be found easily: for 
example, "Joe Jones.doc"



7. Poor Resumes 

l Your resume is the first sample of your writing 
skill and attention to detail.

l Hiring managers judge candidates based on their 
resumes... 

l …and will disqualify you if they find errors in 
your resume.

l Make sure you have ZERO DEFECTS 
in your resume!



8. Mis-evaluation of Importances 

l Highlight your strengths. 
l Minimize your weaknesses. 
l Put the most applicable information, experience 

or skills near the top of your resume. 
l Put less applicable experience near the bottom. 



9. Not Anticipating Questions 

l Recruiters will wonder about oddities in 
resumes, so be proactive and explain them.

l Examples:
- Gaps in Your Work History 
- Your Citizenship or Work Visa Status 
- Moving from Contract to Perm 
- Need Relocation Assistance? 



10. Not Keeping Current 

l Not knowing popular tools 
l Nothing is worse than losing a great job because 

someone else kept up with the latest tools and 
technology and you did not. 



Summary 

l Follow submission directions. 
l Use good manners. 
l Name your electronic resume.
l Use a professional email address. 
l Have a flawless resume.
l Highlight your strengths, minimize your weaknesses. 
l Keep your skills current. 
l Include a summary of how your experience and skills match the 

job requirements.



Part 2: Portfolios and 
Interview Strategies



Overview

• Interview Strategies
• What to Put in Your Portfolio
• How to Get Things to Put in Your Portfolio 
• Questions and Answers



Ground Rules

• Group Participation
• I welcome audience suggestions, anecdotes and 

opinions.
• Disclaimer: Anything I say is just my opinion—it’s not 

true unless you try it and see if it’s true for you.
• I’ll present opposing points of view on certain topics and 

let you decide.



What is a Portfolio?

• A portfolio is a tool I use to walk potential clients down a 
path of understanding that
– I am an expert in my field
– I really have done what I claim
– I can do the same for them...
– ...and solve the problems they are having.



Interview Strategies

• Understand the job requirements.
• Use your portfolio to guide the interview exactly where 

you want it to go.
• Move the cycle forward (second interview, job offer, etc.)



About Portfolios

• People believe what they see, not what they’re told.
• “Tell a story” is good, but showing an example is better.
• However, keep in mind a portfolio is not just a series of 

examples—it is a tool you use to walk a potential 
client/employer down a path of understanding….



Mechanical Basics

• Buy a nice leather (or faux leather) artist’s portfolio. 
• Use clear page protectors.
• Add tabs for each section.
• Label the tabs? It depends on how you plan on using 

your portfolio. 
• I don’t let an employer “scan” my portfolio. Remember, 

I’m walking him/her down a path….



What to Put in Your Portfolio

• Resume
• A Project Plan 
• Other Items



Project Plan

• Overview
– Purpose/Objective of the Plan
– Terms and Abbreviations
– Change History
– Changes Anticipated

• Project Description
– Title
– Purpose of the Document
– Audience(s)
– Scope
– Prerequisites
– Cross references
– Estimated Length
– Distribution Media



Project Plan

• Style and Standards
– Use existing style guide, or 

create new
– Use existing templates, 

or create new
– Color or B&W
– Authoring tools (printed and 

online)

• SMEs and Technical 
Reviewers
– Sources of technical information
– Subject matter experts (SMEs)
– Who will review/ approve the 

plan?
– Who will review/ approve the 

document?



Project Plan

• Risks and Issues
– A “risk” is anything that could 

impact the project cost or 
schedule.

– An “issue” is something that just 
needs to be decided.

– Risk management (“shark 
mitigation”)

• Content and Schedule
– Detailed content outline
– Proposed schedule
– Remember to adjust the 

schedule for holidays, vacations, 
etc.

– Triage (Determine what can be 
done in the time/money 
available.)



Samples

• The Result of the Project Plan
• Other Items

– Samples of Your Work (tailor the samples to the job)
– But Also Include…

• Advertisements
• Data Sheets
• Product Reviews



How to Get Things to Put in Your Portfolio

• Samples of Previous Work:
– Be proactive: get permission before you need it.
– Get it in writing.
– Frequent backups make a happy life!

• If Needed, Create Samples
– Create a project plan after the fact.
– Create as many samples as you can with as many authoring tools as you 

can.
– Rewrite something that’s really bad (and then 

use it as your before-and-after example).



Awards and Recognitions

• Remember, you are positioning yourself as an expert in your 
field.

• Include awards, quotes, positive customer feedback, product 
reviews, etc.

• Volunteer in professional organizations and then include the 
recognition.

• Don’t be afraid to ask someone to put a compliment/success 
story in writing—it’s your marketing lifeblood!



Statistics

• Many companies look at user documentation (and hence 
technical writers) as a necessary evil, and only fund the 
minimum amount possible to get the job done. 

• Why? Because they think documentation costs detract 
from the bottom line (profit).



Statistics

• Want companies to give you money? Show how you can 
help the company save money or (better yet) make
money.

• Put statistics in your portfolio.  Remember, people believe 
what they see, not what they are told. Show how you 
made a difference…!



Before-and-After Sample

• Show a really bad “before” sample—the messier the better.
• Chances are the person will have a hearty soul-cleansing laugh and 

will say, “That’s how our stuff looks!”
• Then show a really good “after” sample. This shows you can make 

perfect clarity out of total chaos.
• At this point, the person knows you can help with their problem—

’time to stop talking and wait for a let’s-move-forward statement.



Success!

• You walked the client/employer down a path of understanding that you are 
the person to hire:
– Understand the job requirements.
– You made a great first impression with a professional looking portfolio.
– By the end of your project plan, the person knows you know what you’re 

talking about.
– You showed you can do what you said you could with examples you’ve 

created.
– You showed you can help fix the client’s problem because you already 

have for someone else.
• What more could they want? J



Questions and Answers



Part 3: Honing Your Workplace 
Negotiation Skills



Overview

l This session is about workplace negotiation 
skills

l Not how to get the best deal on a car, house, or 
new set of luggage

l Lessons learned from 25+ years as a buyer and 
seller of corporate services



Overview

l What is negotiation?
l Strategies, tips, and best practices
l Exercises



What is Negotiation?

l You negotiate all the time:
– Your salary when you get a new job
– Your hourly bill rate
– Your work load
–Working on committees
–What movie to see on Date Night



What is Negotiation? 

l To attempt to come to an agreement on 
something through discussion and compromise 
(Dictionary.com)

l The process of achieving agreement through 
discussion (Wiktionary.com)

l Conferring, discussing, or bargaining to reach 
agreement (Websters)



What is Negotiation? 

Negotiation is the art of giving up as little of what 
you have in order to get what you want.

Jack Molisani



What is Negotiation? 

Latin negotiatio
< Latin negotiatio
(“the carrying on of business, a wholesale 
business”) 
< negotiari
(“to carry on business”)



What are You Negotiating?

l Your Compensation
l Project Scope
l Project Deadlines
l Resources
l Headcount
l Budgets



What are You Negotiating?

l Your Compensation
– Salary 
– Vacation 
– Review in six months
– Tuition reimbursement
– Conferences
– Comp time, and more



Basics

l One negotiates to get to a common agreement 
l I think all negotiations have to be either Win-Win or 

Lose-Lose to be considered “successful”
– A sale: The buyer got the product (or service) they wanted at a 

price they could afford, the seller still made a profit
– A war: Split the territory in dispute. Neither side is happy, but 

it’s better than fighting



Before You Start

l Chellie Campbell, author of Zero to Zillionaire, talks 
about doing business with “Your People”  

l Your People value your services and are happy to pay 
your rates for a quality product or service. They want to 
strike a deal that is good for both parties. 

l Find Your People and negotiate with them.  



Before You Start

l Do your homework
l Find out what the going rate is on the market 

(buying or selling)
l Set your success criteria: what’s great, what’s 

acceptable, when to walk away
l More on these later in the presentation  



At the Start

l Don’t just start with numbers. Try to build some 
rapport first. 

l Find out what is important to them, and let them 
know what is important to you.

l Then try and come to an agreement where you 
both win. 



Opening Offers: Theirs

l When possible, let the other side make the 
opening offer.

l That is the first insight you get into what they 
have in mind as a fair price.

l This lets you know if the deal is even worth 
pursuing.



Opening Offers: Theirs

Warning: People who try to talk you down to some 
ridiculous price saying “you’ll make it up in 
volume” or “I can pay you more on the next job” 
are not Your People!  



Opening Offers: Yours

l There will be times when you will have to make 
the opening offer, such as stating your bill rate 
or salary expectations in an interview.

l I have a rule of thumb: The better the interview 
went, the higher the number I quote when they 
ask for my bill rate.



Opening Offers: Yours

l However, I always add a qualifier in case I 
needed to backpedal.

l I say, “My normal bill rate is $xx/hr…” and then 
watch their reaction.



Opening Offers: Yours

l If they accept my rate without hesitation, I make 
a mental note to raise my rates!

l But if they react negatively, I can quickly add, 
“…but I’m flexible given that this is a long-term 
contract [given the state of the economy, etc.].”  



Opening Offers: Yours

l If they react negatively and I have to backpedal, I 
also add, “What bill rate did you have in 
mind…?”

l I have found that even when people say they 
didn’t have a bill rate in mind, they really did. 
They just didn’t want to tell me until they heard 
what I was going to say first. 



Opening Offers: Yours

l Perhaps the number with which you opened was 
out of range for a Technical Writer but might be 
in range for a Senior Technical Writer.

l In that case you are now negotiating seniority 
and title, not just salary! 



Handling Objections

l There will be times when the other party objects 
to your estimate, your prices, etc. 

l The trick to handling objections is to discern 
why they are objecting and respond accordingly.



Handling Objections

l It could be that the other party just doesn’t 
understand what is involved, what it takes to produce 
what they want.

l This is where you having done your homework comes 
in. 

l You should be able to justify your numbers, no matter 
if you are talking salary or number of hours in a fixed 
bid.



Handling Objections

l Be able to defend your numbers:
–What value do you add?
– Have you saved your company money?
– Have you made your company money?
– Increased customer satisfaction?
–Why should a company pay you what you want?  
– The employer’s viewpoint: WIIFM?



Handling Objections

l Be able to defend your numbers:
– Project plans
– Prototypes
– Historical data
– Other sources of hard data



Handling Objections

l If you can show exactly how you came up with your 
numbers, the negotiation will swing away from your 
numbers and onto the scope of the project. 

l Example: If your bid is 20% more than what the client 
has budgeted, you can say, “What if we replace the 
installation guide with a quick-start guide and move the 
reference information onto your website later…?”



Handling Objections

l Notice in that example you are now negotiating 
scope not your bill rate to or hours get the 
project under budget. 

l Bonni Graham did a great presentation at 
LavaCon on “How to Create a Database to Track 
Historical Data and Bid Future Jobs.” 

l Email me and I’ll send you the link



Handling Objections

l Another way to “handle” an objection is to just 
give them what they want.

l I once had a client say, “We want to bring you 
on, but your bill rate is $75/hr and the max we 
can pay is $72.50.”  

l $2.50/hr was absolutely in the range of what I 
was willing to give up to get that contract, so all I 
had to do was agree! 



When to Walk Away

l There are times when the other party will ask for 
something that is simply not acceptable. 

l If you absolutely cannot get them to change, then one 
option is to simply walk away.

l Example: A client for whom I gave excellent service 
wanted to cut my recruiting commission from 25% to 
15% in a time when it was twice as hard to find good 
people.



When to Walk Away

l But working twice as hard for half the money 
would have in effect reduced my compensation 
by 75%!

l Their HR director had been told to reduce the 
amount they were spending on agencies, but 
their offer was so low that I just walked away.



The Importance of Listening

l I’ve heard it said that all salesmen talk too much. 
The same thing can be said for negotiators.

l You should listen more than talk.

l Find out what is important to the other side and 
respond accordingly.



Negotiating: Give and Take

l Most people consider making and receiving 
concessions as part of the negotiation process.

l Some people would rather say, “Just give me 
your best offer” and take it or leave it.

l But most people expect you to give up 
something, or they won’t feel you are negotiating 
in good faith.



Negotiating: Give and Take

l So add things to your “wish list” that you are willing to 
negotiate away.

l That way you can make concessions while still 
preserving what’s important to you.

l What do you think would happen if you asked for only 
the exact things you want? 

l Plus, they might just say “OK” and give you everything 
you asked for!



Keep Your Options Open

l Part of your homework can include getting 
bids/offers/estimates from other parties

l You can then say, “XYZ offered me _____, can you 
match that?”

l That can be used as a good closing technique. 
l It is easy to walk away from a negotiation 

if you have a better offer elsewhere.



A Caution to Buyers

l Many sales people understand that the buyers 
can get “invested” in the deal, especially when 
making an emotional purchase (such as buying a 
beautiful car that they really want). 

l You may have indeed invested quite a bit of time 
in the negotiation, so companies will use that 
against you. 



A Caution to Buyers

l They may try to “push your buttons” to get you 
to make a snap- or emotion-based decision, not 
a logic-based decision that aligns with the goals 
you set before starting the negotiation. 

l If you do find yourself reacting to what the other 
party is doing and/or making emotion-based 
decisions, STOP AND TAKE A BREAK.



A Caution to Buyers

l Before you start negotiating, do your homework 
and decide how much time, effort and money 
you are willing to invest in the process.

l Then stick to your plan, and be willing to walk 
away if you are not getting what you want. 



Exercise

– Identify what you need.
– Decide what would be great, what would be 

acceptable, when to walk away
– Tell the other party why you are there, but also build 

some rapport
– Find out what is important to them
– Use that data to handle objections (if any) and 

negotiate an acceptable deal  



Recap

l Negotiation is the art of giving up as little of what 
you have in order to get what you want.

l Take time to build rapport with the other party.
l Decide before you start what you want, what you 

are willing to give up, and when to walk away.



Recap

l When possible let the other party make the 
opening offer.

l Be able to defend your numbers and estimates.
l When possible, negotiate project scope, not your 

bill rate.
l Go for a Win-Win agreement.



Recap

l Remember to ask questions in  a negotiations 
(including interviews).

l You cannot address their concerns unless you 
know what they are.

l Find and negotiate with Your People.



Recommended Reading

l Available on 
Amazon.co.uk



Recommended Reading 
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