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Finding a job in the information technology field is a real challenge, much less finding the work you love. However, there is hope for those who invest the time and follow proven steps to success. Here’s the point: finding a rewarding career is a marketing effort. Unfortunately for the typical IT professional, it is not a natural process, nor one with which most are familiar. The process can be outlined in eight steps:
Steps to Marketing Yourself
1. Understand your product and your brand (you!).
2. Find clients (employers) who need what you have.
3. Learn about the clients’ needs.
4. Identify how you can produce business benefits for the clients.
5. Get in the door to see the buyer (employer).
6. Sell the solution (you!).
7. Negotiate the deal and get the offer.
8. Continue to build your personal brand after you get the job.
Each of these steps is rich in art and science of execution. They require understanding and hard work. These steps work for IT professionals as well as any other profession. Understanding how to execute the steps is a profession in itself. That’s why there are thousands of professional outplacement firms and career coaches. You’ll find hundreds of web sites, books and seminars on how to find work. It simply isn’t possible to master this by reading this article or even the best books. But an understanding of the basic principles outlined here goes a long way towards making a career change successful. Finding the work you love is an effort that requires dedication and focus. Let’s take a look at the steps for success.
Step 1: Understand your product and brand – You! 
This is probably the most overlooked, yet crucial step. Many lose their job and immediately create a resume and begin to search for open positions. They don’t stop to evaluate where they are and where they want to go. Before seeking a new position, it’s critical to take time for introspection. Take a look at your career and what you’ve liked and disliked, and your innate talents. Do you understand your brand? When someone thinks of you professionally, how are you perceived? For example, you might be an outstanding project manager with a track record of delivering complex infrastructure projects on time and on budget. Think about your career and life goals. What career will provide you with the proper balance? Discover what makes you passionate. Passion comes from enjoying the application of your talents and serving some greater cause. Aristotle said: “Where your talents and the needs of the world cross, there lies your vocation.” If you understand all this, you will be driven to succeed and will successfully represent yourself to prospective employers.
Step 2: Find clients (employers) who need what you have

Once you understand what you are selling, think about what types of employers might benefit from your talents. For example, if you are an experienced chief information officer in healthcare, you can obviously work for any healthcare organization. Perhaps you are a CIO who likes to advise others and would consider working for a consulting firm, or even teaching at a university. Or what about a position in a not-for profit health related foundation, such as a cancer or heart foundation? Establish criteria for the types of firms for whom you are particularly well qualified and that you’d like to work for. Take the time to brainstorm the possibilities across industries, organization types and positions. Talk to people in the careers you might like and learn about what they do. Identify what talents and skills are most needed in those professions. Ask them which companies are likely to hire people with those talents. A sample set of criteria appears below. Once you have your criteria, do your homework and make a list of target companies. 

Sample Criteria for Target Companies

· Growing, profitable company

· Major presence in Chicago; has IT staff there or new creating positions
· $100M - $500M in annual revenues

· In either of these industries:

· Software or IT services firms

· Financial services
· Has a technology culture and values IT professionals

· Known to hire Java programmers and does a lot of new software development
· Sounds like a cool place to work from what I’ve read and heard!

Step 3: Learn about the clients’ needs

There is an old story about the response of a prospect to a poorly prepared salesperson: “You don’t know my name, you don’t know my business, and you don’t know my needs… now what is it you wanted to sell me?” The moral: do your homework on the companies you want to approach. Find out their business goals and direction, key challenges, competition, recent news, management team background, culture and values. Fortunately, most of this is available on the company’s website, industry web sites and publications. In addition, utilize your contacts to reach people close to or within the firm. Find out about their major IT challenges, initiatives and hiring plans. Learn about the decision makers with the power to hire you. What are their key goals and needs right now? Armed with that, you are almost ready to launch your marketing campaign. 
Step 4: Identify how you can produce business benefits for the clients

Once you understand everything you can about your prospective employers, think about the specific role you can play to help them achieve their goals. This is a much different approach than finding out who they plan to hire. It is the key to uncovering and creating hidden job opportunities. Here’s a real life example. I secured a National Practice Director position with a major IT consulting firm by introducing their chief operating officer to a new consulting practice in health information networks. I had strong credentials in this and believed there was an emerging market for consulting services. Based on my knowledge of the company and the practice area, I showed him a preliminary marketing plan that could produce significant revenue streams and increased market presence for the company. The company decided to make an investment in building this practice and created a new position for me.
Regardless of whether you are marketing yourself as an executive who can make a major impact or a junior programmer who is a participant in a specific development project, it’s important to understand and communicate your value proposition. A value proposition is the set of business benefits you can help deliver to the employer. Your resume should highlight your value proposition. In the example above, my value proposition was helping the company increase their revenue and brand recognition. 
I’ve seen too many IT professionals’ resumes that give lists of responsibilities and tasks, without associated business benefits. For example: “Led the vendor selection, procurement and implementation process for a large scale ERP system at eight hospitals involving finance, human resources and materials management user and leadership teams.” These are wonderful activities and certainly should be mentioned in a resume. What are missing are the business benefits. For example: “Negotiated 15% savings on ERP vendor procurement resulting in savings of $250,000…completed implementation two weeks ahead of schedule and 6% below budget, resulting in increased user productivity and satisfaction, and $325,000 in annual savings”. Ideally, business benefits should be quantifiable. Think about your brand in the broadest sense in terms of what types of business benefits you have repeatedly been able to deliver to your employers. Make those part of your personal brand repertoire. Bake them into all your job search communications.   

Step 5: Get in the door to see the buyer
I recently helped a Director level professional with his job search after he was victim of a company financial crisis and downsizing. With a 20 year track record of success he was extremely confident that if he could see a decision maker, he could demonstrate value and get the offer. His biggest problem was obtaining interviews. He was utilizing the low-probability methods of getting in the door. This included working with employment agencies, sending resumes to firms at random, answering ads and job board listings. I suggest you take a look at “What Color is Your Parachute”, by Richard Bolles for more on this point. After several months he had completed only one interview.  He was able to turn this around and secure a position several weeks later by utilizing the most important technique for finding opportunities and getting in the door. 
What’s the best way to get in the door? The short answer: through someone you know. For your target companies, make a list of all the people you know in the company or its industry. If you don’t know anyone directly, think about others who might know someone in the company and contact them. Sources include former co-workers, friends, fellow alumni, people in your industry association, consultants, well connected people or even family and neighbors. Tell them your story. Ask for help and who they know who might be a possible lead for you. In addition to helping you with your target companies, they will also uncover other opportunities and contacts for you. Utilize effective cover letters, your resume and phone calls to get the interviews. 
Step 6: Sell the Solution (YOU!)
Once you’ve done your homework on the company and understand your value proposition, you are armed with what you need to conduct a successful interview. There is more theory on the interviewing process than perhaps any other step. This can make interview preparation seem like practicing your golf game for a match with Tiger Woods. Therefore, I offer just a few simple guidelines:
Prepare for the Interview

· Pinpoint goals (reasons you want the position)

· Participate in mock interviews

· Identify your unique attributes

· Prepare your accomplishments in terms of measurable business benefits

· Research the organization

· Evaluate your image – look good
· Relax and be confident!
In my role as an executive for a major IT consulting firm, I was often a “designated interviewer” for the many candidates we considered for a variety of positions.  While I left it to the technical experts to gauge candidates’ technical skills, I looked for several universal characteristics regardless of position:
What an Employer Looks for in Any Candidate 
· Skill sets that match the position

· Personable, able to work in a team

· Enthusiasm for the position and company

· Intelligence

· Stability – likely to stay here a while

· Motivation to grow

· Initiative and drive

· Communications skills (writing, speaking, listening)
I have always believed that if a person has two basic things, they will be successful: innate talents that apply to the position and a strong desire to pursue the type of work.
Step 7: Negotiate the deal and get the offer
The key to getting the offer you want is to establish your value before the offer is made. This means that you have done a good job presenting how you can deliver business benefits to the employer. You have established yourself as the best candidate and are operating from a position of strength. In this competitive IT job market, that is not easy!
Before entering negotiation, do your homework and find out what the average salaries are for similar positions in the industry, and if possible, the salary ranges for the employer.  Salary negotiation should only begin once it’s evident that the employer is likely to make you an offer. In order to gauge whether an offer might be forthcoming, you might ask the employer for his or her key decision criteria, if there are other candidates and how well you compare. You might also ask: "Would it be helpful to provide my references?" 
Once you’ve received “buying signals” or an outright indication that an offer is forthcoming, its time to negotiate. The employer will likely ask what compensation you desire. It’s best not to divulge the answer. You want the employer to disclose a figure first. For example, the employer might say: “We are very impressed with your credentials and are interested in extending an offer to you. What are your salary expectations?” You might respond with: “I have researched the salary range for this type of position and I assume that given the stature of XYZ Corporation, you are very competitive. Given my qualifications, I would expect to be near the top of this range. Can you share your expectations as to what this position might command?” If the employer really presses the issue, you might loosely state a range slightly above your target. For example, you might say “in the mid-70’s” if you want a salary of $70-75,000.
It’s also helpful to indicate that you are flexible and will weigh all factors of the offer. This includes the position, nature of assignments, company culture, benefits, life style and any others that are important to you. The negotiation will often lead to subsequent salary discussions and eventually, a written offer. Be sure to gain an understanding and agreement on the entire employment package which includes health insurance, timing of salary increases and other benefits. These are only sample guidelines and not an exhaustive treatment of the art of salary negotiation. I highly recommend that you consult a career counselor and/or Chapter 12 of “What Color is Your Parachute”, 2003 edition, by Richard Bolles for a thorough review of this topic.
 

Step 8: Continue to build your personal brand after you get the job.

The career search will be easiest for those who continually build their brand, even when they are satisfied with their job. Building your personal brand is more than just marketing yourself or networking. It is about enhancing your intrinsic value to the clients you serve. An excellent article from Fast Company summarized the results of research by Robert Kelley, author of “How to be a Star at Work: Nine Breakthrough Strategies You Need to Succeed”, Times Books 1998. Here is an adapted list of key bullet points. I highly recommend you take the time to read the book and apply its guidance.

How to be a Star at Work
· Be visible: seek out and excel on high impact projects

· Take the initiative

· Network within and outside the company

· Enhance your skills

· Help others to succeed

· Be a team player

· Enhance your communications skills

So there you have it. Eight steps to success in finding the work you love in IT – or any other profession! It’s about marketing yourself and hard work. Doing it the wrong way can take months and yield a job that pays the bills but lacks intrinsic satisfaction and purpose. Doing it the right way will yield work that is personally rewarding and beneficial to a higher calling that really matters to you and the world. 
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