Trends in Technical Communication was a panel discussion hosted by the East Bay chapter of the Society for Technical Communication (STC) in San Ramon, CA on March 1, 2007. The panelists were Susan Becker, Andrea Ames, Dana Chisnell, Joe Devney, Marie Highby, and Andrew Davis.

Questions were distributed in advance, and Andrew Davis prepared the following speaker’s notes. Due to time constraints, he wasn’t able to share most of his opinions during the forum, but they are posted here for the curious and resourceful. (See “PS” entries for assorted comments shared by other panelists.)
Andrew’s Context
Every speaker tonight has a context. Mine is that I recruit technical communicators in the San Francisco Bay Area and that I used to create the same kinds of deliverables, for the same kinds of companies, for which I recruit every day. I hear from anxious hiring managers and hungry candidates. I’m a pragmatist with an idealistic streak. I introduce candidates who can prove their ability to do what my clients need. For those candidates who can’t, I advise, inform, and introduce them to those better positioned to help.
The assumptions about my audience tonight include:

1) You are wordsmiths and prefer to remain focused on communicating with words
2) You work in the SF Bay Area’s main industries (namely biotechnology, hardware, software, and telecom)
3) You aren’t independently wealthy (so can’t wait months or years for certain kinds of opportunities to manifest)

4) You have at least a four-year degree, love to learn, aren’t scared to think, and can interact efficiently with subject matter experts
5) You aren’t comfortable marketing your own services, and tend to be reactive when responding to companies’ needs

The profession:

To what extent do STC's six strategic objectives address the trends that you see in technical communication?
STC’s six strategic objectives follow:
1. Telling our powerful story
Actively promote STC and the profession

Increase impact and value of conferences

Create benchmarks to demonstrate value

Publish information to support TC careers

Raise awareness of business impact of TC

Adopt a marketing mindset

2. Implementing a strategic business model
Orient new board members

Provide sound, strategic financial management

Ensure value to members and to industries

Manage STC through a governance approach

Ensure services are available to all members and communities

Capitalize on e-business opportunities

3. Growing relationships & choosing partners
Partner with other organizations

Sponsor meetings between related organizations

Encourage collaborations between STC communities and academe

4. Making Money
Improve existing revenue streams

Capitalize on new revenue sources

Stay current with the value of major services

5. Growing & Supporting our leaders
Celebrate STC heroes

Identify, recruit, train, and nurture leaders

Provide structure and guidance for ongoing leadership

Foster leadership in student communities

Ensure the relevance of STC for long-term and senior members

6. Improving practice through research and education
Provide comprehensive educational opportunities

Fund significant research

Andrew’s comments: STC’s strategic objectives are far too broad, IMHO. It’s hard to say that they neglect an important element of the profession’s future, but very easy to imagine them being unworkable because of their lack of focus. I apologize if I sound jaded, but I suspect these strategic objectives are more likely to preserve the perceived need for STC itself than actually to benefit the profession of technical communication.

For what it’s worth, the most successful technical communicators I know got that way because of their interpersonal and thinking skills, curiosity, professional commitment, and willingness to learn all they could about the technologies they encountered. They don’t need STC to make companies aware of their value; their track record of making companies money speaks for itself.

Can these traits be taught? Again IMHO, not the way STC has historically tried to teach them — via articles in periodicals and presentations by so-called “heroes”. Such contexts are far too sanitized and never allow for immersive experiences.

I’d like STC to endorse and help orchestrate internships — a modern kind of apprenticeship — to help newcomers learn what works from successful practitioners. Companies like IBM are big and organized enough to offer their own, but very few other companies share IBM’s resources or long-term view. STC could be an effective advocate for such offerings.
Audience and product:
How will our target audiences change over the next five years?
Your target audience dictates your deliverables. If the question is meant to suggest that we may have different kinds of audiences in the future, I’m not qualified to predict that. But if the question implies that the needs of our current audiences are likely to change, I agree and am willing to opine.

In general, audiences are under consistent pressure to do more in less time, so they demand efficiency with respect to finding what they’re looking for and getting the desired results once they find it. As more companies charge for access to tech support resources, more audiences will be willing to at least try to find answers in the doc, online help, knowledge bases, and discussion boards. That doesn’t mean they’ll enjoy the info hunt, just that they’d prefer it to throwing more money at the problem.
Complex Products

Audiences for complex products already demand more detailed, more ‘actionable’ information than they’re getting.
For example, programmer-oriented products are routinely faulted for not providing sufficient “real world” code samples in their documentation. Users want entire programs, or at least much more substantial segments of programs, rather than five- or ten-line simplified snippets that don’t do much more than generate “hello world”.
System administrator-oriented documentation is often faulted for not providing enough operating system- and third-party tool-specific information to actually get a product installed and configured successfully. In other words, it makes too many assumptions about the user’s technical background and access to the required resources.
Consumer Products

Consumer-oriented audiences will get less patient as well. They’re used to immediate gratification, and to having the learning process actually be fun. This means they’ll demand multimedia, interactivity, and obviousness, none of which is easy to deliver.
How will we keep in touch with them?
Personally, I hope more Tech Writers actually get to _meet_ their audiences in the future. Right now, the vast majority of the Tech Writers I know never meet their audience. They have to take their SMEs’ word for what the user really wants, and the results tend to speak for themselves.

Regarding how technical communicators will keep in touch with users, my guess is that only the phone, instant messaging, and wiki-based interaction will prove truly helpful, but that companies will remain cautious about letting “non-suits” interact with paying customers. So there’ll be more web page-based surveys (along the lines of “did this knowledge base entry meet your needs?”), more generic doc surveys (“are you satisfied with this documentation’s accuracy on a scale of 1-5?”), user conference focus groups, and more stumbling in the dark trying to figure out what would have averted a given customer’s call to tech support.
Altogether too few technology companies are interested in running usability tests to find out specifically what causes their users frustration; they’d prefer to sell consulting services instead.
How will the way in which we communicate (for example style, vehicle, organization, and presentation) change to accommodate the new audiences?
New audiences’ needs may be served through various Web 2.0 vehicles such as blogs, wikis, video tutorials, even podcasts. Without a specific audience to speak about, I can’t be more definite about what would work.

In general, I expect that technical communicators will need to share their audience’s technical understanding before corporate management will give them the chance to develop new vehicles and presentation methods to inform those audiences.

Frankly, I see a very real risk that today’s technical communicators aren’t on the same page, technically, as the users who need their assistance. Closing that gap should be a higher priority than developing new styles and ways to organize content.
PS: One of the panelists (Andrea Ames) stressed the need for technical communicators to focus on solving problems, not follow recipes. I concur, and encourage creative solutions to new communications challenges.
What will we produce in the future?
1)
For the software industry, within three (3) years:

structured, database-managed content that’s easily translated and localized, shared across corporate domains (training, support, sales, consulting, marketing, and so on), and distributed in multiple formats (PDF, HTML doc, context-sensitive help, Flash, even paper).
Deliverables will include blogs, vblogs, online demos, knowledge bases, interactive tutorials, plus the usual developer reference, installation/configuration, and end-user procedures doc and help.
2)
For the biotech and pharma world:
I don’t foresee much change — more FDA-compliant instructions and descriptions for devices, scientific marketing and clinical trial report writing, and mostly printed content that’s reviewed to death internally then scrutinized by regulators.
3)
For the consumer and mobile-products world

Briefer, more superficial, visually compelling content (eg icons, animated effects) designed for those with shorter attention spans and less interest in complexity.
Deliverables might include online demos, virtual world interactions, games, and canned content for product support IM chat interactions.
Interfaces might include voice, stylus, touchpad, and Braille.
Tools and Techniques
What do you think are the five key skills that technical communicators need to be competitive?
1. The ability to understand and customize content for specialized audiences.
2. The ability to research on your own initiative, drink from firehoses, parse complexity, filter for relevance, and motivate SMEs to review your content.
3. The ability to create structured content and the ego-lessness to let it go.
4. The social skills to network across disciplines and create your own opportunities.

5. The ability to prove your value to beancounters.
PS: Susan suggested: 1) project management, 2) information management (information parsing and prioritization, such as cleaning out your email boxes), and 3) being a superior writer (the best writer in the company, able to create elegant, simple, direct messages)

Andrea suggested developing a deeper understanding of how to get information, digest it, and deliver it.
Dana suggested learning the language of other departments in the company (eg, market research), then charm them.

Joe suggested 1) developing proficiency with a number of tools (Word, FrameMaker, RoboHelp, Visio, etc), 2) flexibility, 3) translating between audiences, and 4) improving one’s people skills.
Marie suggested 1) adapting to change, 2) learning rapidly, 3) transforming content, and 4) “creating theatre” (imagining the response to your message and addressing it).
(And since much of these will not be related to software) What software skills do we need to be competitive?
1. Working knowledge of relational databases, application servers, Linux, basic networking, interactive development environments (IDEs), and content-management systems
2. Ability to read (and to a lesser extent write simple) C code, and preferably also C++, C#, or Java

3. FrameMaker 7.2 with the Application Pack for DITA (and its successor products) and the ability to perform (or at least guide) the migration of content from unstructured to structured
4. If writing for developers, Doxygen, nDoc, Doc ++, JavaDoc, or similar to work efficiently with documentation embedded in the source code
5. If delivering on the web, CSS, XHTML, Section 508, and Flash
What skills do we need to compete in the global economy, and to work and communicate with other cultures?
1. An attitude of humility and patience, and an understanding of your role in the globalized organization (not just the local one)
2. No-Doze, for those early and late trans-oceanic conference calls

3. Willingness to over-communicate to avoid misunderstandings, and to ignore the clock when your SME across the planet suddenly pops up on IM with a question or answer
4. Expertise with content-management and version-control systems
5. Solid sense of pragmatism (as opposed to perfectionism) regarding the quality of work other writers create. Unless instructed, your job is not to edit/rewrite the work of a foreign colleague, nor to teach them to improve. When deadlines loom, if it’s good enough for management, it has to be good enough for you.
6. (Optional) Learn about the EU (European Union)’s product quality standards so you can champion them within US companies seeking to export to that market.

What tools that don't exist in any form today would you like to have?
Artificially intelligent authoring tools that create content based on transcribing speech, then automatically chunk, index, manage, translate, and repurpose that content based on context and the needs of the user.

Essentially, this would remove the ‘hard labor’ from our existing jobs so we can apply the creative skills that drew most of us to technical communication in the first place.
PS: Other panelists suggested a Universal Translator and a UI content authoring and management tool that would allow technical communicators full control of UI elements without having to beg Development for access to their source code.
What is the future of structured authoring? Will it merge in some way with product development?
Structured authoring is inevitable for global organizations. The only thing holding it back is writers’ anxiety with losing control over ‘their’ content (ie, its context).
1. For local, monolingual, highly specialized organizations, there’s no immediate imperative to migrate to structured content, but the long-term benefits (especially information sharing and re-purposing) remain real.
2. Currently, the most rewarding (unexplored) way to “do more with less” is to migrate content from unstructured to structured, manage it in databases, and remove the separation between different groups’ “knowledge silos” to enable re-use content on demand.
3. Just as Web 2.0 developers get used to mashups, so will Technical Writers have to get used to having their words used in unforeseen contexts.

4. Regarding merging with product development, content in most software development companies already shares the same source-control systems that development uses.

5. Although most product developers don’t want the role of developing content, in most cases they have greater accountability to customers (and better knowledge of customers’ needs) so they demand control over the content’s use and re-use. This control trumps the writer’s existing influence over which kind of reader receives which message.

What are the implications of Darwin Information Typing Architecture (DITA) for technical communicators? (The person that asked this question even provided a link, in case you didn't know what she was asking.  http://www-128.ibm.com/developerworks/xml/library/x-dita1/)
DITA is the latest, greatest way that technical communicators can “do more with less”. Developed by IBM and donated to OASIS (the Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards), it is an XML-based architecture for authoring, producing, and delivering documentation. DITA represents an improvement over SGML and earlier standards because of the way it organizes and integrates information, namely through topic types (task, concept, and reference), as well as its support for reuse, specialization, property-based processing, and taking advantage of existing tags and tools.
In a nutshell, implementing DITA lets companies re-use their content, manage it centrally, make it tool-neutral, tune it for specific audiences, more efficiently support translation and localization, and distribute it simultaneously in multiple formats - all while reducing costs.

As a technical communicator, championing DITA and learning how to implement it will keep your skills in demand for the foreseeable future. IMHO, resisting it will only restrict your employment options.
Will Wikis, blogs, podcasting, and other electronic media totally replace print documentation? (And at least one person in the audience is unfamiliar with what a blog is, so you should have a brief statement for him.)
Depending on the audience for the product, the answer is that wikis, blogs, podcasts, knowledge bases, multimedia tutorials, and IM chats with tech support have already replaced linear documentation. It’s cheaper, more versatile, and better suited to an audience in a hurry. In the tech world, ‘printed documentation’ has already been replaced by its electronic (‘printable’) equivalent, and nothing but a company’s most ‘stable’ information – usually marketing content along with basic installation instructions – gets printed.
A blog is a web log, typically an unstructured, occasional op-ed web page in which the writer opines, complains, or muses about something he or she finds interesting. Blogs allow web links, encourage readers to comment on their content, and can turn into discussion board-like threads.
A wiki is a deliberately collaborative web-based medium in which multiple subject-matter experts share what they know in the interests of educating others who might be curious. The classic wiki is an online encyclopia called wikipedia.com.

A podcast is an audio broadcast, so named because the file format (.MP3) became nearly ubiquitous in conjunction with the Apple iPod.
Jobs and Careers

To what extent will companies still hire the traditional categories of  technical communicators (writers, illustrators, editors, help developers, trainers, information architects, and so forth) five years from now?
The demand for traditional skills will diminish as industries change and technology evolves. The categories you name are merging, just as the roles of typist, copyeditor, developmental editor, document production expert, indexer, page designer, and illustrator have effectively merged into the role of Technical Writer.
The categories you cite are also morphing, due to cost controls, the availability of new tools, and companies’ reduced need for specialized skills.
Five years from now, I expect there to be fewer copyeditors and developmental editors, many fewer help authors, even fewer information architects, and almost no indexers or illustrators working in the software development industry.

· Technical Writers will do the editing and help authoring themselves, structured content will be ‘architected’ by product management, and technology will have replaced indexers and illustrators.

· Trainers will likely have had to learn how to create instructional content and use Flash (or something similar) to create their courses.
· And publications managers will coordinate global content-development teams and answer to bean-counters seeking to cut costs everywhere.
What should people do if they are working in categories that you expect to disappear?
Either get out of the business or learn the skills that will remain in demand. It’s not too late to leave, and the market isn’t going to get much more lucrative for those without desireable subject-matter expertise.

To stay in demand, you need to be able to create content for specialized audiences and rely only minimally on subject-matter experts. The best way to do that is to gain a detailed understanding of what users of the most expensive, lucrative products need. My niche audience is software developers, and it’s still seriously underserved; feel free to jump in.
In a nutshell, the future of technical communication locally does not belong to generalists creating content for generalists, but rather to those who have gained substantial subject-matter expertise, recognize how to apply that knowledge, come up to speed quickly and transparently, deliver reliably, and know and can justify their own value
I wrote more on this topic in my 2007 Job Market Forecast article at www.synergistech.com/jobmarket2007.shtml.
What careers do you see being added to the technical communicator's bag of tricks?
The following skills are almost essential in software development organizations but don’t yet seem to have been recognized as such:

· Scripting (in Perl, Ruby, even VB). This is essential to support document migration and production, and most companies can’t spare a developer or hire a script-writing specialist just for Tech Pubs.
· Open Source champion. There are now more open-source software solutions for most of the tasks technical communicators perform than there are proprietary ones. Being willing to do a little research, install, configure, and play with such tools can make you the team hero, and sometimes even the corporate one too.
In addition, the following skills are likely to be both necessary and lucrative as the industry evolves:

· Structured Documentation Implementation Specialist. This is someone who can automate the migration of unstructured content to XML, set up a content-management system, and train both writers and engineers on how to work with it.
· Structured Documentation Conversion Specialist. This is a much less prestigious role than the Implementation Specialist and involves rewriting, retagging, and generally wrestling legacy content into ‘migratable’ form.

· Hybrid Customer Champion/Tech Support Liaison/Sales Savior. Using technical communications skills, understanding of and sympathy for the user, the ability to get straight answers from Engineering, Tech Support, and Marketing, and the willingness to install, test, and troubleshoot solutions, then create highly context-specific documentation that will let customers implement your company’s products faster. It’s not for everyone, but in my view such resources are tomorrow’s Uber-Technical Communicator.
Is the flood of outsourcing increasing, slowing down, or even reversing? Are some companies finding that the job that was outsourced really can't be accomplished by non-native speakers and thus have sent it home?
Some offshored documentation projects have indeed been returned to the US because the forecasted cost savings proved mythical. Companies evidently didn’t count on having to rework so much of the content created by writers whose deliverables didn’t meet the needs of their audience (typically US and European engineers who understand and demand content in American Business English), so document-revision and project-management costs erased compensation-related savings. Also, they had higher-than-expected costs due to the best foreign workers job-jumping for better compensation, and to the fact that, in India for example, employment choices are often communal affairs; prospective employees’ entire families need to be wooed and the process takes much longer than in the US.
PS: Andrea said that companies such as Microsoft, TIBCO, Computer Associates, and IBM are creating foreign labs to create products addressing local markets. The end-to-end product development — from innovation, architecting, and design, to strategizing — is increasingly happening abroad with large companies, with local Technical Writers taking on the responsibilities of information architecting, project leadership, and more.
Andrea added that, from the perspective of companies considering outsourcing technical communications work to India and China, the North American workforce seems very complacent. She said that IBM did a SWOT (Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, and Threat) analysis of offshoring work and noticed that the India technical communication community is evolving very fast … and that they’re hungry to evolve faster.

An audience member (Richard Mateosian) responded “yes, and whereas they’re hungry, we’re angry.”
Andrew added that most local startups now have offshore development teams, and that those companies are keeping proprietary information local for fear of losing control of their intellectual property (IP), best practices, and domain (eg, highest performing tools, etc) expertise. US copyright and related data security laws are more stringent than in any of the countries to which work is typically outsourced, meaning that companies risk surrendering their trade secrets if they don’t keep that information — and related technical communications tasks — in North America.
As foreign workers' salaries increase, will there be enough of a leveling of the playing fields for jobs to return to the U.S.?
Even though a little work has returned from offshore, it’s not enough to make much of a difference to all but the most technically skilled technical communicators — who are currently experiencing strong demand — and this near-term trend is also unlikely to cause the playing field to level off for very long.

Companies always seek the lowest cost labor for the deliverables they require, and as more development moves offshore it will become increasingly inconvenient and costly for technical communicators not to be located there too. True, content quality will suffer in the near term until technical communicators abroad learn how to give their audience what they need. Customers don’t seem to mind, however. Have you seen any notable boycotts of products due to their sub-par documentation?
How can writers make themselves more marketable to prevent losing their job to someone in another country?
To compete more effectively in the global market, US-based technical communicators must gain the kinds of skills they’ve been resisting learning for over a decade.

It’s understandable that generalist writers just want to learn-as–they-go and focus on crafting their message. They want to be artisans, not engineers. But no amount of marketing on the part of a generalist will change the fact that companies won’t hire people who don’t already understand what needs to be done and how to do it. In our case, that means understanding the company’s products from their users’ perspective and gathering and delivering the information those users need to do their jobs. Think about it; would you pay a lawyer or an accountant to learn on the job?
Who uses most of the products being developed by local companies? One thing is for sure: they’re not unskilled generalists. They’re skilled specialists. And if you won’t learn what a skilled specialist knows, you won’t get work. It’s foolish to pretend otherwise, even though I confess that for many Technical Writers it’s actually worked until recently.
As I wrote in my 2007 Job Market Forecast, if you suspect your job is in jeopardy, use the few remaining years (until the playing field becomes permanently tilted in favor or your offshore rivals) to either

a) get more technical, so you can work with more complex products and benefit from the continued demand for engineering-oriented communicators,
b) transcend standard technical communications roles by moving into project management, technical training, usability, marcom, regulatory compliance (such as FDA or ISO 900x) documentation, or another audience-dependent role that can't easily migrate offshore such as medical writing, or

c) find work funded by local, state, or federal government.
One thing is certain: if you don’t change to meet the needs of the market, you won’t survive.

PS: Other panelists observed that, relative to almost everyone in the room, newcomers to the profession today majored in Technical Writing (or similar) in college and have a strong theoretical understanding of the technical communicator’s job. They are anxious, even impatient, to put that theory in to practice — sometimes wondering aloud why that can’t be Information Architects after only a year on the job.

Entry-level technical communicators without a Tech Comms major are outnumbered 10-to-1 by Tech Comms majors who can land running and whose only real deficiencies are poor collaboration and real-world problem-solving skills. In other words, gone are the days when hiring managers looked for candidates with backgrounds in Music or Philosophy from whom to pick their next entry-level Tech Writer.
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