
The STC 
Roundtable 
Job Seeker’s Guide
Setting the foundation for career 
success

by Alyssa Fox and Alisa Bonsignore
Published May 28, 2019



2

The best way to predict the 
future is to create it.
—Peter Drucker

Is it time to make a change? This guide will get 
you started down the path to your new 
opportunity. In this guide, we’ll address:

• Where to begin: What every job seeker needs 
to know

• Independents: What’s different for you
• Know your worth: Worksheets to help 

calculate compensation
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Where Do You Begin?
Let’s face it: job searches can be a daunting proposition. It’s a 
good idea to start with a plan that will set the foundation for 
success.

Step 1: Use job sites to your advantage
There are a multitude of job seeker sites out there. Search 
through them as a starting point — not for finding actual jobs, 
but for SEO research. Make a list of the common keywords that 
employers are searching for and apply them to your resume 
and LinkedIn profile.

Step 2: Update your LinkedIn profile
These days, LinkedIn is your primary resume. This is the first 
place to start. 

But before you begin, be aware that LinkedIn’s default is to 
publicize all of your updates to your connections. If you don’t 
want your current employer to know that you’re searching, 
disable broadcasts.

• Go to the Me icon (your photo) in the upper right
• Click Settings and Privacy
• Scroll down to Share job changes, education changes, and 

work anniversaries from your profile
• Toggle the switch to Off
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Get a custom URL
If you don’t already have one, get a custom URL for your profile. 
It’s easier to find the profile for Jane Doe than it is to find the 
profile for a garbled set of auto-generated characters, plus it 
looks like you put in a little effort. 

• Click the Me icon at the top of your LinkedIn homepage
• Click View profile
• On your profile page, click Edit public profile & URL on the 

right rail
• Under Edit URL in the right rail, click the Edit icon next to 

your public profile URL
• Type the last part of your new custom URL in the text box
• Click Save

If you have a common name, use a differentiator to set you 
apart. A profile for JaneDoeWriter will be more memorable 
than JaneDoe1234.

Choose a good photo
A professional headshot is ideal and is worth the investment. In 
lieu of that, a well-lit casual photo will suffice. Please, no 
sunglasses, hats, alcohol, or awkwardly cropped-out significant 
others.
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Write a strong headline
This is the place to tell people what sets you apart. Which one 
do you think is more likely to get attention?

• Experienced communicator specializing in accessible 
documentation for pharmaceutical companies

• Technical writer

The LinkedIn summary is your cover letter
Use that summary space to your advantage. It acts like a cover 
letter: an introduction to who you are, what you are looking for, 
and what makes you unique. Keep it to 3-5 paragraphs but give 
it some personality. Be warm. Be welcoming. Be the person that 
your future employer wants to work with.  

Use strong verbs or numbers
Can you share metrics for a project? Do it! Future employers 
want to see that you reduced call center volume by 22%, 
reduced costs by 15%, or increased web traffic through 
improved documentation. 
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Request LinkedIn recommendations
Recommendations go a long way. Ideally, you should ask for 
recommendations in the heat of the moment, when the person is 
aglow with warm feelings about your performance. But of course, 
they’re welcome at any time. 

• Click the Me icon at the top of your LinkedIn homepage
• Select View profile
• Scroll down to the Recommendations section and click Ask to 

be recommended
• Type the name of the connection you'd like to ask for a 

recommendation in the Who do you want to ask? field
• Select the name from the dropdown that appears
• Fill out the Relationship and Position at the time fields of the 

recommendations pop-up window, and click Next
• You can include a personalized message with your request by 

changing the text in the message field; specify the project that 
you want the person to mention, and/or the specific skills that 
you would like them to highlight

• Click Send
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Don’t forget education, volunteer work, languages, or 
certifications
Always round out your personality with additional information. 
Demonstrate ongoing professional development efforts. Show that 
you’ve been looking for ways to grow outside your current role.

Make sure that you’ve included contact information!
It’s astonishing how many people leave this out. Always include an 
email in your contact settings.

I am not a product of my 
circumstances. I am a product of 
my decisions.
—Stephen Covey
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Step 3: Your résumé
Because you’ve finished your LinkedIn profile, you’ve already done 
the hard work of thinking about what you want to say. You’ve 
identified your action words and metrics. The résumé should fall 
into place fairly easily from there.

Again, don’t forget contact information!
I’ve seen recommendations against including a home address, for 
privacy reasons. With that said, there’s enough information about 
you out there on the internet that a determined creeper could find 
you if they really wanted to. Generally speaking, it’s good enough 
to limit your contact info to your email and phone number.

Have someone proofread for you
The closer you are to a project, the less clearly you see the errors. 
Résumés are the worst for that. That second set of eyes could save 
you from the assess/asses issue, the lead/led problem, or a 
missing word that undermines your credibility.

Get a proper email address
It doesn’t matter if you’ve had the email partygurl69@aol.com* 
since college. Don’t use that on your résumé.

* An only slightly altered example of an actual email seen in a 
professional context.
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Make your résumé a reasonable length
If possible, keep your resume to two pages. The résumé is there to 
get you the interview, not the job. That’s what the interview is for. 
Your résumé should tell a story that shows how you’re different 
from other candidates to get your foot in the door. Including 
everything you’ve ever done in every job you ever had is going to 
drown people in irrelevant and boring information. Pick the 
highlights of your career to showcase.

Step 4: Network
Did you know that 75-85% of jobs are filled through networking?* 
If that doesn’t make a compelling case for networking, I don’t 
know what does. Reach out to your contacts to let people know 
you’re looking and ask for leads at their companies. They also 
might have connections who are looking to hire that they can 
connect you to. Ask for introductions – don’t be shy. 

* Source: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/new-survey-reveals-85-all-jobs-filled-via-
networking-lou-adle

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/new-survey-reveals-85-all-jobs-filled-via-networking-lou-adler
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Even if you’re not job searching, you should continually build 
relationships for when you do look for a new opportunity. 

Some ideas for reaching out to people to add to your network:

• If you’re interested in a certain company, find the appropriate 
leader of the department you’re looking at. Send a connection 
request with a personal note.

• Attend events relevant to your field or the field you’re 
interested in. Professional organization meetings, topic-focused 
meetups, and events held in coworking spaces are all great 
avenues for expanding your network.

• Invite people to informational coffee meetings to share ideas 
around cool things they’re working on, projects you’re 
pursuing, and common interests. It’s a great way to learn from 
each other and make a new contact in the meantime. And who 
knows – the discussion could lead to them realizing they didn’t 
even know they needed someone with your skillset. These 
meetings could also lead to opportunities later. Even if they 
don't have an open role now, you want to be forefront in their 
mind when they do get open headcount. So follow up every 
few months and check in on how things are going with them.

• Connect with someone and send them a useful piece of 
content or link every so often; they’ll know you're thinking of 
them.
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Step 5: Prepare for your interview
Even if you’re independent, every call with a prospective client is 
an interview. Check out their website. Know their product line. 
Research their financial position. Know the latest company news 
or launch rumors. These efforts alone will put you ahead of 50% of 
your competition.

If you want to go the extra mile, do a cursory search to learn more 
about your interviewer to see if you have any shared background 
or interests. From LinkedIn, you can find out where they grew up, 
went to school, or worked previously. Google will tell you the 
personal things: a love of running; a favorite charity; photos of 
their recent ski trip. It’s all out there. You might as well use it to 
your advantage, because they’re doing the same to you.

Treat the interview as a conversation. Not only does it settle your 
nerves a bit to view the interview as a dialogue, it helps you gauge 
more closely whether the role, management, and organization will 
be a good fit for your skill set and interests. Prepare questions 
ahead of time that dive into important aspects of the company 
and role.
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Some questions to ask about the company:

• What has been the financial performance for the company over 
the past 2-3 years and what do you attribute that to?

• What is the role of [functional team] in this organization, and 
how will you know in a year if that’s successful?

• How does communication happen between the executive team 
and other levels?

• Do you feel like you have the budget and resources you need to 
do your job well?

• What do you like most about working here?
• What’s something you’d like to see improved?
• What’s the growth plan for the next 2-3 years and what’s the 

strategy for getting there?
• Does the company invest in employees’ professional 

development?

Some questions to ask about the role:

• What is the biggest challenge for the person in this position?
• What kind of influence do you see this role having on the 

strategy of the business?
• In what areas do you feel you’ll step in, and what areas will you 

let the person in this role have more autonomy?
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The Freelance Life
How does freelancing differ from a job search? For employees, a 
job search typically happens every few years. When you’re 
independent, you’re always job searching. In addition to the SEO, 
LinkedIn, and resume information above, there are some 
freelance-specific considerations to keep in mind.

Your website
“But I don’t have a website,” you say, skipping over this section. 
Don’t skip this section. You need a website. You are a business 
and should create an online appearance that reflects this. It 
doesn’t have to be complicated, but it should include the 
following:

• Your background
• Samples of your work
• References pulled from your LinkedIn profile
• Your blog, if you have one
• A copy of your contract
• Contact information
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Your LinkedIn recommendations
When you’re independent, these are critical. Most companies 
have been burned by freelancers and agencies in the past. When 
asking for recommendations, don’t just ask them to focus on the 
magic that you can deliver as a communicator. Also ask them to 
emphasize the things that companies struggle with:

• Responsiveness
• Adherence to deadlines
• Adherence to budgets

Your network
As an independent, maintaining a strong network is critical. On 
average, people change jobs every two to three years. 

The longer you’re in business, the bigger your network becomes, 
simply through others’ job changes.
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Let’s say that you start your freelance business as a side hustle 
with only two clients. Within each client, you have a primary 
contact who is your liaison to the project, and probably at least 
one secondary contact —their manager, a project manager, a 
product manager, or maybe an engineering or clinical lead. 

Primary Contact 
Company A

Secondary 
Contact

(Manager)

Secondary 
Contact

(Product)

Primary Contact 
Company B

Secondary 
Contact

(Engineering)

Secondary 
Contact

(Project Mgr)
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Fast forward three years. Each of those people has likely moved on 
to new companies, but because you’re in the middle of the 
project, you’re inheriting their replacement. Plus you still have 
your old clients who love you, and want to bring you on board at 
their new companies.

New Primary 
Contact 

Company A

Secondary 
Contact

(Manager)

Secondary 
Contact

(Product)

Old Primary Contact 
New Company X

New Secondary 
Contact

(Manager)

New Secondary 
Contact

(Product)

Old Secondary 
Contact 

New Company Y

Old Secondary 
Contact

New Company Z
Primary Contact 

Company B

Secondary 
Contact

(Engineering)

Secondary 
Contact

(Project Mgr)

Old Primary Contact 
New Company XX

New Secondary 
Contact

(Engineering)

New Secondary 
Contact

(Project Mgr)

Old Secondary 
Contact 

New Company YY

Old Secondary 
Contact

New Company ZZ

Three years beyond that? You’ll have three times as many 
contacts. This is how you build your business: on the foundation of 
your stellar reputation across an ever-growing network of 
organizations.

That’s what networking is all about.

Networking is never easier than 
when people are coming to you.
—Tahi Raz



Salary Worksheets
Real-world numbers to help guide your 
salary negotiations
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Know Your Worth
• Recognize that compensation can vary dramatically based on 

experience and geographic location
• Use these guidelines as a basis for salary negotiations with a 

current or prospective employer
• Understand how a change of industry or location can affect 

your earning potential
• Determine if freelance work is right for you

Economic Trends
The overall U.S. economy has shown steady growth since 2009. 
This is the longest period of economic expansion since World War 
II, more than twice the historical average. Overall unemployment 
figures remain low. (BLS) 

The profession of technical writing has grown each year since 
2013; currently, nearly 50,000 technical writers are employed in 
the U.S. (BLS)



19

How To Use This Report
The numbers contained in this report are guidelines, and shouldn’t 
be taken as absolute standards. They are based on data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, a unit of the United States Department 
of Labor. The Bureau of Labor Statistics conducts a semi-annual 
survey of employment levels and wages for more than 1,000 
occupations. Questionnaires were completed in 2017 by human 
resources personnel from a sample of approximately 1.2 million 
non-farm establishments nationwide.

Job titles may vary greatly from company to company. For this 
reason, respondents are given occupational descriptions for each 
occupation type. For purposes of this study, the classification of 
“Technical Writer” encompasses anyone who writes technical 
materials, such as equipment manuals, appendices, or operating 
and maintenance instructions. The salary data does not 
encompass related occupations such as project management, 
content strategy, or management-related roles.
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Using the salary worksheets
The Bureau of Labor Statistics releases salary data for 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) or non-metropolitan regions. 
The salary information is broken out into percentiles. Someone in 
the 10th percentile, for example, would be a good reference point 
for a young professional in the early part of their career. The 90th

percentile would be best suited to someone with decades of 
experience, and possibly degrees in the field.

Choose the number from the BLS data from the appendix that best 
corresponds to your area and your years of experience.

Success is no accident. It is 
hard work, perseverance, 
learning, studying, sacrifice, 
and most of all, love of 
what you are doing or 
learning to do.
—Pelé
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Are you fairly compensated?
This sample uses the median salary for a transportation 
equipment manufacturer as a guideline. 

Using this data, your anticipated salary would be $77,265. This is 
a rough guideline to use as a basis for negotiations.

Use the worksheet below to calculate your compensation.

MSA or region Anaheim $82,520

Industry sector Transportation Equipment 
Mfr.

$72,010

Add the two together $154,530

Divide by 2 $77,265

MSA or region $ $

Industry sector $

Add the two together $

Divide by 2 $



22

Would a new industry affect your salary?
This sample uses the median salary as a guideline.

Using this data, your anticipated salary would increase. This is a 
rough guideline to use as a basis for negotiations.

Use the worksheet below to calculate the change in your 
compensation.

MSA or 
region 

Anaheim $82,520 $82,520

Current 
industry 
sector

Transportation 
Equipment Mfr.

$72,010

Future 
industry 
sector

Telecom $74,500 

Add the two 
together

$154,530 $157,020

Divide by 2 $77,265 $78,510

MSA or 
region 

$ $

Current 
industry 
sector

$

Future 
industry 
sector

$

Add the two 
together

$ $

Divide by 2 $ $
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Would relocation affect your salary?
This sample uses the median salary as a guideline.

Using this data, your anticipated salary would increase. This is a 
rough guideline to use as a basis for negotiations.

Use the worksheet below to calculate the change in your 
compensation.

Current MSA 
or region 

$

Future MSA 
or region

$

Your industry 
sector

$ $

Add the two 
together

$ $

Divide by 2 $ $

Current MSA 
or region 

Anaheim $82,520

Future MSA 
or region

Philadelphia $84,990

Your industry 
sector

Telecom $72,010 $72,010 

Add the two 
together

$154,530 $157,000

Divide by 2 $77,265 $78,500
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Are you considering freelance?
Entering the freelance marketplace is a bit more complicated than 
standard salary negotiation. Whether you’re considering freelance 
work as a career change or a side hustle, here’s how to calculate 
your necessary rate.

Many people make the mistake of taking their current salary —
let’s say $100,000 for the sake of simplicity — and divide that by 
40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year. That would give you a billable 
hourly rate of $48.07. That would also be wrong. If you charge less 
than $50/hour, you probably won’t be able to pay the bills. 

(Spoiler: You’re going to pay a lot in taxes.)

But let’s start by figuring out what you need to pay the bills.

Disclaimer: This information is in no way 
intended to act as a substitute for the 
advice of an expert. Please consult with 
a tax professional about your specific 
financial situation. 
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Step 1: Needs assessment
What are your expenses? This includes your housing, food, 
utilities, healthcare, insurance, education, travel (both professional 
and personal). Maybe you choose to rent an office space. 
Whatever the total, it’s always wise to assume that you need to 
earn double to triple that. Why double it? Taxes and retirement. 

Of course, at the end of each year, you want to reduce your 
taxable income, ensuring that you keep as much of your hard-
earned money as possible. What reduces your income? Expenses 
for day-to-day business operations, but also your education and 
the travel associated with getting there. That’s an investment in 
yourself. 

Another way to invest in yourself — one that reduces your taxable 
income — is funneling money into a SEP-IRA. If you contribute the 
maximum (25%), that reduces your taxable income by 25%. 

There are no secrets to success. 
It is the result of preparation, 
hard work, and learning from 
failure.
—Colin Powell
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Step 2: Sample calculations
Let’s use $100,000 as your target gross, just for the sake of round 
numbers.

With SEP-IRA Without SEP-IRA
Gross 
earnings

$100,000 $100,000

Expenses* -$10,000 -$10,000

Subtotal $90,000 $90,000

SEP-IRA 
contribution

-$22,500 -$0

Taxable 
income

$67,500 $90,000

* Why so much? You need to invest in your business, particularly in the first 
year. This includes everything from technology (computers, backup drives, 
printers, software subscriptions, etc.) to infrastructure (a desk, a decent 
chair, a locking filing cabinet, an extensive collection of red pens, and 
whatever else you need to do what you do. And you should definitely 
spend money on conferences for learning and networking, etc. This is quite 
possibly the most important time to invest in your education and contacts, 
even when you feel least financially comfortable doing so.
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And then there were taxes
There’s a lot of variability in U.S. tax brackets depending on 
whether you’re the sole wage earner for your family or whether 
you have a second income to support you. For the sake of this 
analysis, let’s assume that you’re single: these numbers would put 
you in the 22% federal tax bracket. And of course, there’s also the 
flat-rate 15.3% for self-employment tax that all self-employed 
people pay. 

And don’t forget to add in whatever your state tax rate is 
(California is 9.3% at this income level; Texas is 0%). You may even 
have a local income tax. For purposes of this exercise, we’ll use the 
worst-case scenario: California taxes. 

With SEP-IRA Without SEP-IRA
Taxable 
income

$67,500 $90,000

Federal 
income tax

-$14,850 -$19,800

Self-
employment 
tax

-$10,328 -$13,770

State income 
tax (CA)

-$6,278 -$8,370

Net income $36,044 $48,060

By paying the maximum into your SEP-IRA, you do 
end up about $12,000 lower in net income today, 
but for the $22k benefit of your future self. I don’t 
know about you, but I’d rather invest in my future.
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How much do you want to work?
Now that you know where the money goes, let’s talk about how 
we get there.

Let’s talk about how many hours you want to work each week. 
Let’s use a standard 40-hour week as our guideline. All 40 of those 
hours aren’t billable! In an informal poll of freelance and small 
business-owning colleagues, the average breakdown is around 25 
billable hours a week. Where do the other 15 go? Marketing. 
Contract reviews. Proposal writing. Invoicing. Networking. Reading. 
Blogging. Solving mission-critical IT problems.

How many weeks do you want to work? You’re going to want some 
days off. Major U.S. holidays would take two weeks off of that 
total. Now we’re down to 50 of 52. But I’m also going to assume 
that you want to give yourself the bare minimum American 
vacation of two weeks. Now we’re at 48 weeks. 

That doesn’t even include the days that you need to take off for 
illness — yours or your family’s, if you have kids, a spouse, or aging 
parents — or those random school holidays that seem to crop up 
when it’s least convenient. Be aware that it’s very easy to suddenly 
find yourself at 45 weeks or fewer.
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But for the sake of argument, we’ll say 48 weeks at 25 hours per 
week. That gives us 1,200 billable hours per year.

$100,000 / 1,200 hours = $84 per hour

That’s a huge difference from the $48 that we were discussing 
earlier. 

The $84 figure is your baseline. That’s the number that you can’t 
go below, no matter what. It doesn’t matter if the client says that 
the budget is only $65/hour. You know that in order to pay your 
bills, you’re going to need more.

But there’s no rule saying that you can’t make a profit. That’s what 
businesses do. So feel free to charge whatever the market will 
bear, as long as you know that you can pay the bills.

There are no limits. There are 
only plateaus, and you must not 
stay there, you must go beyond 
them.
—Bruce Lee
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Your freelance calculator

With SEP-IRA Without SEP-IRA
Gross 
earnings

$ $

Expenses -$ -$
Subtotal $ $
SEP-IRA 
contribution

-$ -$0

Taxable 
income

$ $

Federal 
income tax

-$ -$

Self-
employment 
tax

-$ -$

State income 
tax

-$ -$

Net income $ $

[1] Your federal income tax will vary depending on your marital status and income level. 
You can find tax brackets for the current tax year online.
[2] Self-employment tax is a flat 15.3%, regardless of income level.
[3] Your state’s current taxation guides can be found online.

applewebdata://0327C517-F734-4616-A62B-552F2AC95C1F/
applewebdata://0327C517-F734-4616-A62B-552F2AC95C1F/
applewebdata://0327C517-F734-4616-A62B-552F2AC95C1F/


Appendix
Data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, from the 2017-2018 STC 
Salary Database, sponsored by Adobe
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