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preface


  This book came from the confluence of several seemingly disconnected events. I was about ready to prepare a fifth edition of Be the Master, an independently published book on choosing your own success and growing that to help others. I was also looking to revise Let’s Talk Business, another independently published title focused on making business basics more accessible to technologists and other individual contributors. Finally, Manning reached out and said that they wanted to create a new “soft skills” book, one designed to help technologists with the non-technical aspects of their careers. The timing seemed perfect, and so this book—through several iterations and many revisions—was born.


  Soft skills, as a phrase, totally downplays the importance of things like communicating, understanding why businesses do what they do, working on a team, developing leadership skills, and so on. These skills may not be “hard” technical skills, but it turns out most companies worry more about getting the right soft skills than they do about making sure their people know the latest version of C#, or Windows Server, or Tableau, or something else. Technical skills can be developed through training and experience, and in many ways—like certifications—can be measured, to a degree. But “soft” skills are harder to wrap an organization’s collective mind around, harder to measure, and harder to develop. Yet arguably, our ability to work with other human beings is the most critical skill for any kind of success.


  This book isn’t designed to be the last “soft skills” learning you’ll ever have. It’s designed to be the first, or one of the first: a way to frame up the skills you’ll need to focus on, grow, and refine throughout your entire career. This book comes largely from my experience and the experiences of close friends and colleagues, as those experiences were the best way I could think of to ensure the book was real-world and relevant.


  Whether you’re brand-new in your tech career or a decades-long veteran, I think you’ll find that this book offers valuable perspectives, new things to think about, and new topics to include in your career management repertoire. Most important, this book tries to stress the importance of your career being your career: you define what “success” looks like, you decide how to make that success happen for you, and you benefit from that success in the end. I’ve tried to frame everything in a way that puts you in the driver’s seat of your career, offering advice and observations but not directives.


  I hope you enjoy, and I hope you find much success along the way!
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about this book


  This book is for anyone pursuing or living a career in technology: developers, data engineers, network architects, systems operators, security teams—you name it. People just starting out will perhaps reap the biggest and most obvious benefit, but even if you’ve been in your career for a couple of decades, I think you’ll find plenty of useful perspectives that will help you guide the rest of your career more effectively.


  The contents are organized into a series of complementary topics, with each chapter essentially covering a single “soft skill” or similar subject. You can read them in any order, although I definitely suggest reading the first three chapters first, as those set the stage with some important definitions and shared concepts.


  You’re welcome to contact me on Twitter @concentratedDon, or via my website, DonJones.com, as well as through the official Manning forums.


  






  


  


liveBook discussion forum


  Purchase of Own Your Tech Career includes free access to a private web forum run by Manning Publications where you can make comments about the book, ask technical questions, and receive help from the author and from other users. To access the forum, go to https://livebook.manning.com/#!/book/own-your-tech-career/discussion. You can also learn more about Manning's forums and the rules of conduct at https://livebook.manning.com/#!/discussion.


  Manning’s commitment to our readers is to provide a venue where a meaningful dialogue between individual readers and between readers and the author can take place. It is not a commitment to any specific amount of participation on the part of the author, whose contribution to the forum remains voluntary (and unpaid). We suggest you try asking the author some challenging questions lest his interest stray! The forum and the archives of previous discussions will be accessible from the publisher’s website as long as the book is in print.


  
about the author


  Don Jones has been a professional technologist since the mid-1990s. He is the author of dozens of tech books and has worked in companies large and small, from startup to established enterprise. Since the mid-2000s, he has run career development workshops to help tech professionals better align and manage their careers to serve their lives, goals, and dreams.


  
about the cover illustration


  The figure on the cover of Own Your Tech Career is captioned “Homme Baschkir,” or Baschkir man. The illustration is taken from a collection of dress costumes from various countries by Jacques Grasset de Saint-Sauveur (1757-1810), titled Costumes civils actuels de tous les peuples connus, published in France in 1788. Each illustration is finely drawn and colored by hand. The rich variety of Grasset de Saint-Sauveur’s collection reminds us vividly of how culturally apart the world’s towns and regions were just 200 years ago. Isolated from each other, people spoke different dialects and languages. In the streets or in the countryside, it was easy to identify where they lived and what their trade or station in life was just by their dress.


  The way we dress has changed since then and the diversity by region, so rich at the time, has faded away. It is now hard to tell apart the inhabitants of different continents, let alone different towns, regions, or countries. Perhaps we have traded cultural diversity for a more varied personal life—certainly for a more varied and fast-paced technological life.


  At a time when it is hard to tell one computer book from another, Manning celebrates the inventiveness and initiative of the computer business with book covers based on the rich diversity of regional life of two centuries ago, brought back to life by Grasset de Saint-Sauveur’s pictures.


  
    
Introduction

  


  Every technology professional needs two distinct, overlapping, and complementary skill sets in order to enjoy a successful career—no matter how you define success.


  The first set of skills is your hard skills, the technology skills that let you get the job done every day. Those are your programming skills, your systems admin skills, your network engineering skills, your security skills, and so on. They’re the ones you likely focused on in school, and they’re probably the ones you think about most when it comes to looking and applying for jobs.


  The second set of skills is what I call the squishy ones, or what the industry more commonly calls soft skills. These are the skills that require no technical prowess but that instead more often focus on human prowess. These are skills like communication, teamwork, conflict resolution, leadership, and the like.


  In my 20-odd years in the tech world, I’ve found that the difference between the best technologists and the just-okay ones is the soft skills. The best technologists are amazing technical experts, of course, but they also engage with their peers, colleagues, customers, and coworkers more effectively. They bring a human side to technology, and it’s a big part of what drives their success.


  Browse some job postings on your favorite job website, and you’ll find the usual smattering of technology desires: JavaScript, HTML, Linux, pen testing, Tableau, Cisco, you name it. But dig deeper, and you’ll find that what companies seem to be really concerned about are these human skills, like teamwork and communications. Those skills are often harder to evaluate in a job candidate, but they’re the key to making a team healthy and effective.


  In this book, I present more than a dozen of these soft skills. I’ve been a technology professional almost my entire adult life, and so I discuss these skills as a technology professional. Some of you will have already mastered some of these skills, and the layout of this book—one skill per chapter—should make it easy for you to skip those, if you want to. (Though there’s a good chance that I may offer a new perspective on the skills that are already part of your repertoire.)


  I also present a handful of hard nontechnology skills that I feel are important for anyone to master in support of their career. These are hard skills, as in they are quantifiable and repeatable, but they are not related to technology—how to read a P&L statement so you can gauge the financial health of your company, for example, or how to read between the lines in a job posting. There are skills that have benefited my career a hundredfold over the years.


  I’ve tried as much as possible to make everything in this book relevant to a global audience. I’m based in the United States, and so a few of the examples I offer are US-centric. Whenever that happens, I’ve tried to take care to acknowledge that limited perspective and offer what I can to help you explore a more localized perspective on your own. The underlying principles are universal, so hopefully those details that don’t apply in your country won’t deter you from picking up the underlying message.


  I also want to acknowledge that the perspectives in this book are entirely my own. I’ve tried very hard, over the years, to let my perspectives evolve and be shaped by the many people I’ve worked with, but in the end I can really only offer you what I’ve gleaned from my own experiences. In no way do I want to present my perspectives as the objectively correct ones, let alone the only ones in the world. Instead, I hope you can simply absorb what I’ve written and fit them into your life wherever they offer you value. And please, don’t let this book be your only exploration into these important skills. We may call them soft, but that’s simply because they’re often hard to quantify and measure. They’re critical by any measure.


  I hope you’ll feel free to reach out and let me know what you think of the book. You can always connect in the forums on Manning.com, and that’s where any errata—typos and the like—should be noted, as the whole Manning team helps collect those for future printings. But you’re also welcome to contact me via the HMU page on my website, DonJones.com, or even ping me on Twitter @concentratedDon (but please do keep the errata on Manning.com so it can be acted upon).


  Thanks for reading.


  Don Jones


  Las Vegas, Nevada


  
    
1 Own your career

  


  Many of us see the word success and think of a big salary or an important job title. Instead, success should be seen as a set of criteria that you define and that represent a career capable of supporting the personal life you want. A career plan is a plan to achieve that kind of career.


  
1.1 Job, career, success, and self


  Let’s begin by quickly defining some terms so that you and I can be on the same page. I define job as a set of tasks that form a role you’re paid to do: a software developer, a data analyst, a systems administrator, a network engineer, a security specialist, and so on. A job is an arrangement in which the employer offers compensation to someone and that someone performs the requested job tasks. If you weren’t doing the job, someone else would be. In other words, your employer owns the job. That means your employer bears a lot of responsibility for the job: they have to provide you the tools you need, they have to tell you which tasks need to be performed, and they get to define the standards that you have to adhere to when performing those tasks.


  Your career, on the other hand, belongs to you. Your career encompasses all the skills it takes to obtain, keep, and perform the jobs of your choice, and you may have several different types of jobs over the course of your career. You are responsible for your career: you get to decide where it is headed, and you have to pay for any of its upkeep that falls outside the scope of your current job.


  So, your employer owns your job; you own your career. Suppose that you’re a software developer working on in-house applications written in C++. You’ve been doing this for a while, and you’re eager for a change. You’re also a little concerned that being great in C++ doesn’t offer many job opportunities in the world, and you’re—wisely—worried about getting stuck in a rut by working in a language that’s not too common.


  You decide that you’re really interested in web development, and you’d like to take a class in advanced JavaScript programming. You also want to attend a conference on web development so that you can get a handle on all the various technologies that come together in web applications. But your employer refuses to pay for either the class or the conference. Should you be upset?


  I would argue that no, you should not. The class and the conference aren’t connected to your job, meaning that neither the class nor the conference will do anything to make you a better C++ programmer, which is what your employer pays you for. Instead, the class is something you want for your own career. You want to expand the set of skills contained in your career, both to satisfy your own interest and to expand the job opportunities available to you. Therefore, you should be the one paying for the class and the conference, not your employer. But as you’ll see in chapter 5, expanding your hard skills is an important aspect of maintaining your career. So don’t cancel your class or conference just because you’ll have to pay for them.


  There’s a downside to “owning” a technology career, in that it can be expensive. But there’s a definite upside to owning a technology career too: you can make it serve your bidding. Your technology career can be a powerful means of achieving . . . well, just about anything you might want it to!


  But what should you ask your career to do for you?


  
1.2 Start at the beginning: With yourself


  Too many of us graduate from school, get into our first real job as an adult, and immediately start trying to do the best job we can. We manage to impress our employer, and in time, we’re offered a promotion. Or perhaps we gain enough experience to land a better job elsewhere—one that pays more, offers a better job title, or has other upgrades.


  Without really thinking about it, we start to equate success with salary, job title, the size of the team we lead, and other criteria. But we rarely stop to think, “What’s it all for?” That’s what I’d like you to do right now: stop and think, “What’s it all for?”


  What kind of life do you want to live? How do you want to spend your time, both on and off the job? What contributions do you want to make to the world? What passions and experiences do you want to pursue?


  I want you not only to stop and think about these questions, but also write down your thoughts. Writing things on paper with a pen or pencil helps you take the thinking seriously—and helps you remember your conclusions.


  Your answers to these questions clarify and define the life you desire, so I call this piece of writing your life definition. Unlike other definitions, your life definition may change as you enter new phases of life and discover new goals and values. My current life definition is not the same one I’ve always had. As I’ve grown older, formed a family, and changed interests, my definition has changed. That’s fine; that’s what being alive is all about! But I’m careful to document, in writing, what I want from my life. I revisit this definition annually, and I treat it a bit like punching in a destination into a GPS app, in that this life definition is my destination. When I get there, I want to stay there, unless something happens that prompts me to rethink what I want from life.


  One more thing before you start thinking and writing: I want you to write this life definition as though you were on the outside of your life looking in. Not to be depressing, but treat this definition as though it were a kind of extended obituary. It should represent what you want your life to look like when you’re looking back on it. Writing it this way can help you distill your most important dreams, goals, and desires. To show you what I mean, I’ll share my current life definition.
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  This is what I want my life to look like when it’s all over. I want you to take note of a few specific bits in this life definition:


  
    	
      Money is implied in my definition because I’ve listed some things that will clearly require money to achieve. At this stage, however, I’m more interested in describing what I want than worrying about how much it will cost.

    

  


  
    	
      I’ve described the types of jobs I want to take. Work is, after all, a big part of life: most of us spend a third of our lives working. It’s important to me to have a job that I find satisfying and that provides the income I need.

    

  


  
    	
      I’ve listed things that I haven’t yet achieved, even though I’m pushing 50 years old. I may not ever achieve all my goals, but I’m pointing myself toward them.

    

  


  
    	
      I’ve included some things about my personal life that will require time, which in turn creates certain implications for my work life. I need a job that will give me free time to work on writing novels, for example, which means that I probably won’t be working for hard-charging startup companies that need 20-hour workdays.

    

  


  My life definition is the destination that goes into my “GPS of life” app. Everything I do is meant to drive toward that destination. My life definition is what it’s all for. It’s why I get out of bed in the morning; it’s why I work; it’s why I live.


  
    Please write it down . . . on paper


    Human cognition—the way we think and learn—depends largely on our senses. The more senses are engaged in a given experience, the more lasting and powerful the resulting memories are inside our brains. That’s why we can have such strong memories from our childhoods. The smells, the sounds, the sights, even the taste of the churro add up to that memorable moment at Disneyland.


    Typing on a computer doesn’t engage many of our senses. Our sense of touch and even our sense of sight barely register what we’re doing: the words simply flow onto the screen, as they’re meant to do.


    But when you write down your definition of your life, you want your brain to be deeply and deliberately engaged. You want to be thoughtful, and you want the words you write to be branded into your mind. That way, those words will always be more present for you, helping you remember what it’s all for.


    That’s why I’ve always written my life definitions over the years, using a sharp pencil and a quality notebook. Even sitting here typing this book’s manuscript into a computer I can smell the leather of the notebook cover, feel and hear the scritch of the pencil


    against the page, and feel my hand traveling across the page. Those sense memories instantly bring the key elements of my life definition to mind. I didn’t even need to go get my journal to offer you the example I did, because my definition statements are indelibly carved into my consciousness. They’re always top of mind—as they should be.

  


  With my life definition—my GPS destination—firmly in front of me, I need to figure out what it’s going to take to get there.


  
1.3 What does success look like for you?


  For me, success is simple: it’s whatever it will take to get the life I want. Success is literally a bulleted list of things I need to achieve that life I’ve envisioned and defined. If my life definition is what goes into the “GPS of life” app, my success is whatever parts I need to build a vehicle that will take me there.


  Consequently, success is not something I pursue endlessly, but a specific set of measurable goals that I can slowly work toward. I will know when I reach those goals, and at that point, all I need to do is maintain that success rather than try to continue growing it. I never feel that I’m in a rat race, endlessly pursuing the next-bigger piece of cheese. Instead, I’m pursuing specific, achievable goals that will help me live the life I want.


  When I write down my life definition, I also write down my success definition. To create my success definition, I usually start with the life definition and then add bullet points that describe what it will take to achieve my outcomes—aka my life definition. As much as possible, I try to keep the success bullets objective and measurable, so that anyone could look at my life and decide whether I’d met a given goal. That’s not always possible; some things, especially more qualitative things, are always going to be a little subjective. That’s fine; try to be as objective as reasonably possible. My idea of a great vacation, for example, isn’t something that I can easily quantify; it even shifts a bit from year to year. I might be able to think only about ranges or guidelines, and that’s fine. Here are some examples of my success definition, using a portion of my goals from my life definition:
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  This example is pared down, but I wanted to highlight some sections that are a little bit subjective, as well as some (such as the salary calculation, which is a made-up number for this book) that are objective and easily measured. Some items are definitely aspirational, as they’re things that I hadn’t yet achieved when I wrote them down.


  It’s important to note that I don’t change the success bullets unless I’m changing the life definition or unless life itself has changed around me. I don’t plug in a larger salary number for no reason, for example. Instead, if I’m feeling that I need more money from work, I look at why. Has the cost of living gone up? Did we decide to adopt a kid? Have we been visiting more-expensive places than I anticipated? Whatever the reason, I need to decide what has to change in my life definition to justify the need for a larger salary. Have we been eating out more than we should and spending more on food as a result? Maybe we should decide to stop that. Or if eating out is something that we love and want to continue, I need to modify my life definition accordingly.


  The point is that my success is there to support my life. Nothing goes into my success definition unless I know why it’s there, which ensures that I’m not randomly chasing a larger salary or pointlessly pursuing a job title for the glory of it. Whatever I’m doing with my career, I’m doing it because my life needs it. With those success bullets in mind, I can start crafting a career plan.


  
1.4 Creating a career plan for right now


  If your life definition is the destination you plug into your GPS, and if your success targets are the parts of the vehicle that will get you there, your career plan is the route that the GPS spits out. Follow that route, and you’ll get there.


  With a good career plan, however, you don’t need to know the entire route at the outset. Instead, you can think about the next few steps on the journey and plot them out for yourself. So long as you’re always pointing to your ultimate destination—your life definition—you’ll get there eventually.


  To create my career plan, I start by looking at the success bullets that support the components of my life definition. Some of the success targets might be too hard for me to imagine reaching. Become a company vice president at 25 years of age? Hah! Instead, I focus on the bullets I can achieve or at least see a path to. Rewinding my mind over two decades (and consulting the notebooks I wrote everything in), I see things like this:


  [image: 01_03]



  Okay, at 30 years old, I definitely lacked the experience to get a role as senior director or vice president. But by then, I’d led a small team, and I’d started to understand what running a business was all about. So I made a point to land a director role, specifically with a company that would be interested in investing in making me a better business leader. With that as a job-hunt focus, I was able to find a role within my current company at the time. The pay wasn’t as much of an increase as I’d wanted, but I was more focused on getting the experience I needed to move toward my goals.


  And that’s what a career plan is: a way to move toward your goals, to slowly tick off all those success bullets. Focus on the ones you can achieve now, and for the others, start researching what it would take to achieve them. I spent quite some time on job boards, for example, looking at what was being asked of candidates for vice president jobs. I knew that I’d need credentials such as these:


  
    	
      10 or more years managing teams of however many people

    

  


  
    	
      More than five years in a position with financial accountability or outcome accountability

    

  


  
    	
      Ability to manage teams with more than four layers of people

    

  


  
    	
      Experience managing up into the executive suite

    

  


  I didn’t have those qualifications, but I could start to see the path toward them: start with a small team, ask my boss to share accountability with me, ask to give an occasional presentation to the company executives. Again, meeting all these goals required working for someone who was willing to make those investments in me, and my job hunting was aimed sharply in that direction.


  Scouring job postings is a wonderful way to build a career plan. At one stage of my life, I realized that my next move needed to be an increase in salary—not a huge one, but I was pretty much maxed out in terms of where my current job would take me. In fact, I came to realize that the field I was in was unlikely to offer more money, so I needed to change fields, moving from systems administration to software development. Boy, was that scary. I needed to pay for the necessary education myself because my then-current employer had no reason to pay for it. But I did it. I eventually got a job as lead web developer and wound up in charge of a small team, which also put me on track toward my leadership goals.


  Obviously, the process took a while. Life can be a long journey. But at age 46, I finally did land my vice president role. Career plans work.


  
1.5 Action items


  In each chapter of this book, I offer you an exercise. I strongly recommend that you do these exercises, because each one will help you start mastering the soft skill covered in that chapter.


  For this chapter, as you can probably expect, I’m going to ask you to get a paper notebook and a pencil (unless you love pens, which is fine), and write down your definitions of life and success, as well as make a first pass at a career plan. Work with your family and friends on this task; they’re stakeholders in your life, and they need to be represented in your life definition:


  
    	
      Start by writing your life definition as you see it. Given who you are and where you are in your life right now, what can you imagine doing? If you find it difficult to to think about this definition as a set of end-of-life retrospectives, then instead, focus on what you, at this point, find valuable about your life and what you want in that life for the foreseeable future. If you have clear goals, write them down as well.

    

  


  
    	
      Go on to your success bullets. What will it take, from your career, to meet your life goals? Get serious about the math in the appropriate spots; know how much money you’ll need to make to get what you want. If the number seems to be unattainable, go back to your life definition and decide what you can live without, but try to make the life/money equation balance. In other words, for whatever you’ve said you want from life, make sure that you provide a good estimate of how much money that will take.

    

  


  
    	
      Finally, start thinking about the single next step in your career plan. What one, two, or few things could you change about your career to achieve one or two of those success bullets, such as a better-paying job? Do some research, figure out how to take the next step, and then start executing that step.

    

  


  
    
2 Build and maintain your brand

  


  When you think of a brand you know and love—Coca-Cola, perhaps, or Disney, or any other major consumer brand—certain expectations come to mind. You love a brand because those expectations exist and are consistently met. So what expectations do you create (or want to create) in other people and consistently meet? Are they positive expectations that help unlock career opportunities? What, in other words, is your brand?


  Your brand, quite simply, tells a potential employer who you are. It tells them what to expect from you. They build that brand from everything they can see and learn about you: from personal interactions or hearsay to social media, open source projects, and Q&A websites where you participate—basically, everything online and everything offline as well. Your brand helps an employer see what you’ll bring into the workplace, so you should ensure that your brand reflects what you genuinely will bring.


  
2.1 Brand building: Know your audience


  Whether you like it or not, and whether you take an active hand in it or not, you have a personal brand. Just the way you dress for a job interview is part of that brand.


  The marketing departments of large corporations spend a considerable amount of time defining their audience so they can tailor their marketing efforts to be most effective. Gatorade, for example, probably works to impress a completely different audience from, say, Bacardi. Understanding who the brand must speak to—really understanding who they are and what they care about—is the key to building a brand that speaks to its audience.


  With products like beverages, brand-building usually starts with identifying and learning about the audience. Products exist to fill a need, and that need is defined by the audience. Who are we trying to sell products to? The entire development of the product and its brand are driven by that audience: when it comes to our product, we’re going to do only the things that resonate with our intended brand. Our research shows that athletes are drawn to bright-colored drinks, for some reason, so we’re going to create beverages in fluorescent colors. Kids like candy flavors; older people may respond better to nostalgia, and so on. The drivers of the audience help craft the brand and the product that the brand represents.


  That’s what brand means: a set of expectations that anyone interacting with the brand has. People like a brand and even become loyal to it because of those expectations and because the underlying product meets those expectations.


  You have a brand too. It’s your personal brand, and like a corporate brand, it tells people—your employer, your co-workers, and your colleagues—what to expect from you. This brand is visible even before you meet people thanks to your interactions on social media, in open source projects, and other online locations.


  With your brand, you can’t necessarily change who you are, so understanding your audience is less about building your product. You already are the product. But you still need to understand what’s important to your audience. Let’s look at some hypothetical examples to show you what I mean by “understanding your audience.”


  Putting my examples in context The following examples are built on stereotypes of industries. I don’t in any way mean to imply that these industries are like these examples; I want to use straightforward examples to demonstrate the concept of understanding your audience.


  Consider a bank: a traditional, 200-year-old company. We’re talking about a large national or multinational banking corporation, the kind whose executives wear three-piece suits and whose office buildings are towering edifices. When considering technology professionals, what might a company like this value? A trim, neat appearance in the office, perhaps. A fairly conservative person, maybe, who is dependable and doesn’t take a lot of unnecessary risks. Someone who’s punctual and who understands the need for information to be safe and secure. Someone who’s comfortable in meetings, because big banks have lots of divisions that need to coordinate. Maybe someone who’s comfortable using older, proven technologies.


  Now consider a brand-new, lean technology startup with one office and a handful of employees. What might this company value in tech professionals? Perhaps a willingness to work long hours every day of the week. Someone who’s a little quirky, maybe, who can think outside the box. Maybe someone who’s well-known in their portion of the industry and is thought of as an innovator and leader.


  As you can see, it’s important to consider who your audience might be and what’s valuable to them. You don’t have to pick one audience, and you don’t even have to choose one industry. Your brand can appeal to a variety of audiences, if you do things right. But you need to understand what’s valuable to the companies and people to whom you hope to appeal.


  How would I go about branding myself to appeal to both the large, established bank and the small, agile startup? What value do I bring to the table, and how can I communicate that value succinctly in a brand?


  
    	
      I might ensure that my visible brand is highly focused on technology. I might tone down the more personal aspects of my visible brand, such as where I like to vacation and what politicians I support. Neither company is likely to care about those things not being in my brand, but they might be turned off if those things were part of my brand.

    

  


  
    	
      I would probably ensure that I had a lot of community contributions—blog articles, open source projects, and other visible contributions—that showed my work. At the same time, I’d be careful to focus on the security aspect of my work. I wouldn’t post code in open repositories and expose API keys, for example. Demonstrating that I follow best practices for security would appeal to any company.

    

  


  
    	
      I’d make sure that my appearance—my social media avatars and the like—reflects a neat, businesslike appearance. Pink hair might be acceptable at a startup but maybe not at a bank, and the startup probably won’t mind if my hair is a natural color.

    

  


  These ideas reflect a specific approach that I’m taking. I’m saying that I want to be appealing, as a brand, to a couple of different audiences. That means I’m going to have to find a common denominator and go with that as my personal brand. But there are also some things I explicitly won’t do, right? Let’s look at those things in table form.


  
    
      	
        Branding item

      

      	
        Definitely do

      

      	
        Definitely avoid

      
    


    
      	
        Visible brand (social media and the like)

      

      	
        Focus on technology or whatever is applicable to my career, activities that an employer would expect to see me doing in the workplace

      

      	
        Discuss contentious topics such as politics, which might suggest that I would bring those topics into the workplace with me

      
    


    
      	
        Contributions and work examples

      

      	
        Ensure that I’m seen as a community contributor through blog posts, code submissions, and so on

      

      	
        Allow those public contributions to reflect bad practices in security and privacy

      
    


    
      	
        Physical appearance (social media avatars and so on)

      

      	
        Ensure that it’s neat and businesslike, showing the real me

      

      	
        Project an image that is not appropriate for the industries I intend to work in

      
    

  


  You might feel entirely differently. You might want to work only for aggressive, exciting startups, which means you could tailor your brand more precisely to what that audience values. What you decide is okay, and what’s not okay, for your brand is your decision. Please don’t see my examples as being some kind of directive; they’re decisions I made for myself, not for you.


  The point is that your brand will say different things to different people. To some people, Coke says, “Refreshing, energizing beverage that I enjoy.” To other people, that same brand says, “Sugary junk food that should be banned from the planet.” Coke obviously focuses its efforts on the first group of people and doesn’t worry too much about the other group, at least in terms of how it presents their brand. So you need to decide who your brand will appeal to, and you may want to tweak your brand if it doesn’t appeal to the companies you want to work for. By defining and understanding your audience, you’ll know what’s important to them, and you will be able to market yourself as a professional who helps meet their needs.


  It’s still okay to be yourself I added the comment about having pink hair on purpose. Please don’t feel compelled to take something out of your brand if it represents who you really are. Your brand reflects what you bring to the workplace, and it should be authentic. Just be aware that some employers may not like your brand. You can’t please all the people all the time, right? But if having a certain hairstyle is a genuine part of you, anyone who’s turned off by it probably doesn’t deserve you in the first place, so there’s no need to edit that part of yourself. I would look silly with pink hair, but you might rock it. That’s why my specific brand decisions won’t be yours.


  
2.2 Social media and your brand


  Social media is a tremendous part of your personal brand these days. Whether you’re looking for a job or already have one, what happens in your publicly accessible social media accounts matters. Your activity on social media informs your co-workers, your employer, and your potential employers who you really are. People tend to be at their most candid on social media, so everyone else more or less takes you at your word. To the world, what you put on social media is who you are.


  I use Facebook sparingly, mainly to connect with, and share news and photos with, a dozen or so friends who are scattered across the country. I can be my real self with those people because I’ve known most of them for most of my life. They’re the ones who can see the photos of that time in Mexico when I got a little carried away at the cantina. As a result, my Facebook profile is incredibly locked down. My friends can’t even tag me in a post unless I approve it. Nobody I work with is a “friend” on Facebook unless we’ve actually spent personal time together. Facebook is not part of my personal brand; it’s not something that the public gets to peruse.


  Twitter, on the other hand, is very much part of my professional life. So is my blog. Those places are where I engage with my professional audience. The content I post in those places reflects my work life, my community involvement, and the work I do. I’m absolutely fine with my current employer or a potential employer seeing my Twitter feed (@concentratedDon) or my blog (DonJones.com). Even the political content of my blog is safe for work, because it’s mainly explaining how various aspects of the US political system work, as opposed to rants about my political opinions or attacks on political opponents. Even my personal comments on Twitter are the kind of innocuous chat that almost anyone might find acceptable around the water cooler in the office. I try very hard to ensure that both Twitter and my blog reflect my brand—the person you can expect me to be at work.


  
    Be you in your brand


    If you’re taking the time to actively manage your public brand—and I think you should—make sure that it visibly represents you. Specifically, make sure your social media avatar (the little picture that appears next to your postings) is a picture of you—not your cat, not your family, not an abstract geometric pattern, and not the logo of your favorite superhero. You are your brand, not those other things.


    Use the same photo everywhere your public brand exists. This photo ties all your appearances together and helps the people experiencing your brand recognize that they are pieces of the same whole.


    Let’s say that you’re about to upload your photo, and you’re thinking, “Well, I’d really rather use a picture of my kid here to show her how proud I am of her and how much I love her.” That sounds like part of your personal life, not part of the brand you present to the world. Try to differentiate between those two things. Use that avatar on your closed, private social media accounts only.


    Use your real name, too. Doing so indicates that you’re being real, not trying to hide behind a pseudonym or handle.

  


  My deliberate separation of the personal and the professional does not mean that I’m plain-vanilla online in an effort to appeal to everyone. Ask anyone who’s seen me speak at a conference or teach a class, and they’ll tell you that good-natured sarcasm is very much part of my brand. I use it tactically to help make important points stick, and for my audience (the people I’m engaging with as part of my work), it mainly works. I do recognize that some people don’t like that approach, and as a result, they don’t really relate to my brand. That’s fine. You can’t be all things to all people, and I accept that whatever appeal I might have isn’t universal. But I’ve taken the time to know my audience, I accept what works for them, and I’m okay with making those things part of my brand. That doesn’t make me a win for every audience, and I’m okay with that too.


  What does your public social media footprint say about your brand? If it says nothing, people will simply infer whatever they want from whatever evidence they see. Not managing your brand isn’t the same as not having a brand; as I have said, we all have a brand. If your brand seems to say nothing, people might conclude that you’re not publicly engaged. For some audiences, that conclusion might be fine; for others, it might not resonate in a positive way.


  My social media brand is communicated largely through LinkedIn, Twitter, my blog, my professionally focused YouTube channel, and the writing I’ve done for a huge variety of technology websites. I essentially have no other social media footprint, because anything else I do is massively locked off from the rest of the world, accessible only to a small group of friends and family.


  I keep my personal Facebook account cut off from my public image, but I do not cut off social media as a whole. I use it actively. I use LinkedIn because it’s the de facto social media network of technology professionals. I use Twitter because I have an audience that engages with me there. I use YouTube because it’s an opportunity to use my videos to reinforce what my brand is all about. If a potential employer or my current one wants to get to know Don, they’ll find plenty to look at—largely on-brand. I wouldn’t want someone to start looking me up and find nothing, because then I wouldn’t be able to manage my brand. If I weren’t publicly active on social media, I’d be left to whatever an employer’s imagination provides, which isn’t what I want.


  I also need to be aware of what I repeat or share in public social media. Want to know what’s in my Twitter feed? Mostly news from the many Disney Parks websites I read, along with a smattering of Apple rumors. That’s what I like to read, and it’s what I’ve taught Twitter to show me. I also have a few comedians in the mix, who can get pretty snarky when it comes to the political events of the day. I don’t necessarily agree with all of their opinions, but I do enjoy reading them. That said, I don’t retweet them. Even if I think my audience might find those opinions interesting to read and discuss, I don’t want to imply that I agree with those opinions (I don’t always, but they can be interesting without my agreement) or that my Twitter content is straying from its path. I don’t want to take a risk that a potential client or employer might see me as the kind of person who brings controversy into the workplace. So I’ll ask again: What does your public social media footprint say about your brand? Does it say things that would appeal to your target audience or not?


  NOTE It’s always a good idea to understand what your brand is saying about you, especially on social media. It’s critical that you do so before a job search, because many organizations will consider your public brand—as communicated on social media—in their decision-making processes.


  
2.3 Your brand has a wide reach


  Never forget that we live in a small world. I once worked with a fellow named Mark. He was a great guy, and we got along really well. He was one of the few professional acquaintances I’ve made who truly saw me at my worst on occasion—like the time the server migration we worked on did not go smoothly. In time, I left the company where we worked; he stayed on longer but also left eventually.


  Some years later, I was applying for a job with a new company. I got through to an interview, and my prospective new boss started with “So I understand you’re a big fan of Disney Parks! Which is your favorite?”


  Mind you, this happened long before the advent of social media. There was no way for a complete stranger to know that I liked Disney Parks. But Mark already worked for them. He’d started with them a few months earlier, had recommended me for the job, and had told them a bit about me.


  Fortunately, I’d never given Mark too many negative experiences to talk about. Our work interactions had been positive, and we saw each other as solid professionals. But it struck me: What if I’d really been a jerk to work with? Singlehandedly, Mark could have killed my ability to get that job. I’d probably never have gotten an interview. Our relationship—positive or negative—would have affected whether I got the job.


  The world is much smaller today. Your brand reach is vastly greater than you may realize. People you’ve never met have definitely heard about you or could hear more about you with very little effort. In a lot of ways, the expanded reach of your brand today is a good thing. It’s what will get you that next job or other opportunity, but it can obviously work against you as well.


  The take-home message is to spend every moment of every working day pretending that it’s the job interview for your next promotion, job, contract, or other opportunity. Everything you do today will have an impact on how you’re perceived in the future. It’s important to be a consummate professional all the time because your personal brand will be a positive reflection of you as a technology professional.


  Use the reach of your brand In chapter 3, “Network,” I explore the idea of extending the reach of your brand by continually using networking as part of your career. And in chapter 4, “Be part of a community,” I look at how being a positive community contributor can add serious panache to your personal brand.


  
2.4 Professionalism and your brand


  Do you know the biggest concern every hiring manager has when they decide to extend an offer to a job candidate? It’s whether that person is a professional—someone who can work in a team environment with other human beings; someone who can be polite, efficient, and effective; someone who can make the workplace better, not worse.


  Those things are hard to pull out in an interview. That’s why recruiters and hiring managers will search for you on social media and seek references from other people in the field—not just the references you provide, which are always upbeat, but real references—co-workers they’ve located on LinkedIn, for example, or people they’ve found through a thorough review of your social media footprint. Before they make you an offer, they want to get to know you.


  Professionalism is an important part of your brand. You want to be known as someone who shows up at work every day to get the job done; someone who can work with other people, accepting that they will have different opinions, backgrounds, and cultures; someone who can manage their time effectively; someone who keeps their word, pays attention to details, and can be a supportive member of a team.


  Know the characteristics of successful tech professionals In chapter 6, “Show up as a professional,” I explore several key behaviors that can help support and build a solid brand.


  You need to not only exhibit professionalism, but also a find a way to make it part of your brand. Do you have a blog? Don’t feel that you always need to write about technology topics! Take a break now and then to write about professionalism, or an aspect of it, and what it means to you. Engage on social media on the topic. Offer suggestions for time management techniques, or share how you’ve struggled with interpersonal communications at work. Your brand is how you’re seen, and you want to make sure that you’re seen as a person who thinks about professionalism and is deliberate about it. You might be surprised by the opportunities that this focus on professionalism unlocks for you!


  
2.5 How to sabotage your brand


  There are lots of ways to sabotage your brand. Some of them you can probably guess from reading this chapter, such as being inappropriate on social media, behaving unprofessionally, or misunderstanding your brand audience. Becoming known as a poor manager of your own time is another way. Being thought of as lazy is another; you may not be lazy, but if that reputation attaches to you, it can damage your brand. If you work remotely some or all of the time, it is a mark against your brand to be seen as a poor remote worker—someone who goofs off without supervision, is not available during office hours, or doesn’t answer calls or return emails promptly.


  The simple-to-remember, hard-to-execute basic truth is this: everything you do at work, or in front of your colleagues or employer, affects your brand. Whether you like it or not, you do have a personal brand. All of us have one. Our brand is simply the way other people perceive us and think about us. We can take control of that brand, and work to make it (and keep it) a positive, career-enhancing thing, or we can simply let the chips fall where they may.


  Everything you do within sight of your colleagues and employer affects your brand. That “within sight” piece has become much bigger in the past decade, with the rise of social media and our always-connected lives. It may seem unfair that an employer would penalize you for something you posted on Facebook or that you didn’t get a new job because word got around that you were perceived as lazy. That’s the world we live in, though, which is why it’s so important to actively manage that personal brand of yours.


  
2.6 Further reading


  
    	
      Introduction to Personal Branding: 10 Steps Toward a New Professional You, Mel Carson (independently published, 2016)

    

  


  
    	
      Branding Pays: The Five-Step System to Reinvent Your Personal Brand, Karen Kang (BrandingPays Media, 2013)

    

  


  
    	
      LinkedIn for Personal Branding: The Ultimate Guide, Sandra Long (independently published, 2020)

    

  


  
2.7 Action items


  For this chapter, I’d like you to evaluate your brand. We all project a brand, whether we intend to or not, and by evaluating its current state, we can decide whether we want to make any changes and what those changes might be. For this exercise, consider the following:


  
    	
      Where does my brand exist? Include in-person encounters (like those you have at the office), as well as social media, technology communities in which you participate, and other online presences.

    

  


  
    	
      What does my brand say? As developers know, empty is not the same as null ; your brand says something, even if only “This person doesn’t seem to engage much.” To find out what impression you are making on other people, you can ask colleagues and co-workers what expectations they have of you, based on your performance. How do they expect you to handle a project, collaborate on a team, and behave on the job? Set up an anonymous survey if that helps them be more candid with you. Ask the people who encounter you online what they expect from you, based on what you post. A friend who performed this exercise was alarmed to learn that many of his Facebook friends considered him to be a person who was primarily interested in politics. Politics was the main content he reshared on the platform, so it was the main image of his brand there.

    

  


  
    	
      What about my brand contributes to my success definition? Go back to your success bullets from chapter 1. What aspects of your current brand support some of those bullets? Does anything about your current brand detract from any of those bullets?

    

  


  
    	
      What could my brand do to better support my success? Consider all the places where your brand exists. If part of your life definition is to be a valued contributor to a technical community, are you doing that? Can your contributions be seen in a way that defines your brand as a contributor?

    

  


  When you’re done, look at the results and decide whether your brand could use a more deliberate approach. What might you do differently to create a brand that more perfectly aligns with your success definition? Do you need to amend your success definition to include brand-building and brand-maintenance goals?


  
    
3 Network

  


  In our always-connected world, it’s sometimes easy to lose track of the value of direct human interaction. But that interaction—networking, in other words—is one of the most valuable aspects of any career, and it’s a critical soft skill to master and maintain.


  
3.1 Why networking?


  Networking is the process of getting to know other people in your field. I’ll share a sad fact from recent experience: you can upload your résumé to as many online job postings as you want, and you’re likely to hear back from only a tiny fraction of them, no matter how well qualified you are. Even with the best résumé, finely tuned for the artificial intelligence algorithms that take a first pass on all applicants, the odds that a human being will ever see your information are slim. Many online job postings get thousands of applications—too many for any one to stand out easily.


  In writing this book, I spoke with hundreds of people who got new tech jobs, moved up in their companies, or transferred to different teams in their companies. The majority of these people told me that they’d never have gotten the job if someone else hadn’t spoken up for them internally. If their network of colleagues hadn’t lifted their résumé out of the digital pile and called the hiring manager’s attention to it, they never would have gotten an interview. That’s “why networking.”


  Over the past two decades, my network of colleagues has helped me land new customers, and get long-running magazine columns, book contracts, new jobs, and speaking engagements at conferences. Some of my projects would have been impossible to start without my network’s help, such as my book Shell of an Idea: the Untold History of PowerShell (independently published, 2020). I would not be exaggerating to say that nearly every good thing that has happened to me professionally has happened with the help of my network.


  I’ve worked hard to build a professional brand (as discussed in chapter 2), and my network is the group of people who know that brand. Because I try to stay consistent with that brand, my network knows what to expect of me. They know what I’m capable of, and they have a good idea of the value I bring. I do the same for them; our relationship is very much a two-way street. I’ve been happy to help the people in my network make new connections, get more eyeballs on their projects, and even land new jobs.
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Don was an experienced tethnology edutator who was vespected by a broad

community for his ability to help people learn new technologies. te was also an

experienced busines leader, and the compries he worked for velied on him to

help execute their pla also velied on him 4o hel rew leaders
rrturing bis team members.

Don worked mainly for companies where he was able £o make 3 mearingful

and visible positive impact, even when that impact was visible only internally. He

was 3 leader in the technoloay communities in which he participated. He helped

build and grow communities that invited and entouraged others to

participate, and he helped them see 3 path touard arowing those commurities

on ther oun even aFter he bowed ot

Don vas  well-vegarded author of fantasy and science fiction Althowsh
he never achieved Stephen Kings levl of bis verks were el evieved
and enjoyed by a meaningful-size avdience.

He believed that technoloay skills wee 3 key for people 4o lift themselves

wp in life, and he fotused significant effort toward making those skills move

aecessible. He founded an enduring not—for—profit oraanization that unlocked

tech skills for people in disadvantaged situations.

Den's family lived not luxwricust were able to.
maintain 3 small second home in 3 quiet place 35 3 “vetveat and vecharae’

lotation. I hey travelea tor vatations, vistting new Countries 3nd experiencing

diffevent cultures. Don ensured that in the event of an aceident, his family

would be well provided for.
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Don was also an experiented business leader, and the companies he worked

for velied on him to help execute thei plars. They akso veled on him o help

build new leaders by rurturing his team members.

# At least a senior dveckor or vie presdent role

# A beam that includes pecple who have their own divect reparts

# A conpany with 2 known habit of promoting from within






