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"It's not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most adaptable to change." - Charles Darwin

If you’re a technical communicator feeling insecure about your professional prospects, you’re in good company. The world has changed, your cheese has moved (*), and it’s time to face facts:

1) demand is way down and there’s unlikely to be a smaller talent pool any time soon

2) most US-based computer industry technical communicators are considered commodities
3) customers won’t pay for better products, and companies have no incentive to share profits, so if you want to do the same kind of work your only option is to work cheaper

Try to look at these facts objectively. As a purveyor of expensive and increasingly unvalued services, what would you do?
Specifically, what’s changed?

Globalization, industry consolidation, hosted software, a shrinking economy, impatient customers, and increasingly lean, “do-more-with-less” companies are now the norm. Especially in high-tech, documentation quality deteriorates but users seem to care only about the product’s initial cost (as opposed to its total cost of ownership, TCO). Meanwhile, technical communicators have become passive and disengaged from their audience, their compensation rates are trending downward, job security is an oxymoron, and true professional advancement is rare. Job satisfaction is the exception rather than the rule.
Is there a single answer?

There’s no longer an obvious solution to this dilemma. Tools proficiency, mastery of technical subject matter, software code-reading and -writing ability, versatility, or depth of professional experience will not, by themselves, keep you employable.

The situation may be even worse than you thought. A growing number of high-tech industry hiring managers regard technical communications as blue-collar work — necessary but not worth rewarding. They expect you to be fast, reliable, inexpensive, cooperative, and invisible. And venture capitalist-funded startups are often forbidden to hire in the US anyone whose skills can’t be found in India or China.
What if I do nothing?

Will things get better on their own? Isn’t the profession due for another windfall? I doubt it. I also doubt there are enough companies left who ‘appreciate your value’ to make conventional technical communication even minimally satisfying for more than a handful of today’s practitioners. I’m not saying the profession will go extinct, just that it will go blue-collar in terms of its earning power, prestige, and relevance.
In tech comms it’s never been easy to prove our ROI. The profession’s:

1) lack of metrics,

2) inability to speak the bean-counters’ language,

3) atrophied diplomatic, political, and presentation skills,

4) disconnect with engineering’s values, and

5) lack of contact with our audience
doom most technical communicators to second-class-citizen status in corporate America. And it’s probably too late to change our business’ image.
How to stay viable

What to do? Bluntly, technical communicators must create profits.

If what you do doesn’t make your employer or client money – lots of it, quickly, and with minimal friction (ie, effort on their part) – your future’s bleak. Contrast this with the recent past, when saving companies money (for example, with online-only deliverables, single sourcing, and structured authoring) or improving customer satisfaction (for example, with more accurate, clear, complete, or accessible content) alone were sufficient hiring justifications. You now have to do all three: be profitable, efficient, and helpful.

What will keep you viable? Passion, imagination, frugality, marketing, and acting, among others.

1) Passion – because if you don’t love what you do, you won’t stick with it long enough to become great.
2) Imagination – because there’s not yet a road map to your ultimate destination.

3) Frugality – because you’ll need to accept less money as you transition.

4) Marketing – because ‘deciders’ need to be woo’d in unconventional ways (such as via social networks and with video, try-before-you-buy options, and seductive web sites)

5) Acting – because introverts don’t interview well.

Together with a healthy dose of humility, these will help you repackage your skills, find career tracks with longer-term relevance and economic viability, and ultimately regain some job satisfaction.
Where from here?

I’ve done a lot of thinking about technical communicators’ current dilemma. I’ve not encountered many success stories yet, so cannot be confident that most working in conventional high-tech will survive even after this recession ends. Essentially, the sooner you begin devising and implementing Plan B, the better.

My view is that high-tech technical communicators’ best option is to repackage their skills and/or apply them outside the computer industry. That means:
1) Identify an underserved audience in a prosperous industry with good long-term prospects (eg, not snow sports or clean coal, but maybe healthcare, medical devices, or clean tech)
2) Acquire deep subject-matter expertise
3) Develop a respected, and responsive, professional network
4) Cultivate a role as trusted intermediary between seller and buyer

5) Provide a proprietary standalone product or service – such as training, support, recruiting, advertising, marketing, mediation, testing, or even documentation – with which you deliver unique profit-making potential to your customer. Try to make your solution synergistic, and don’t stop refining it.

6) Connect with both buyers and sellers, and dig deep for ways to make them both more financially successful.

7) Market your results in ways that resonate with ‘money people.’ Address the CFO’s concerns.

Destinations with potential

Pursuing the ‘where from here’ metaphor, here are some ‘destinations’ I’ve identified -- roles that allow you visibly and efficiently to create profit at your company.

1. Near-term, there will be opportunities for people (typically managers, information architects, and senior individual contributors familiar with the skills of the project's offshore workers) who can make offshoring work for a given high-tech company. The pubs-outsourcing process is a minefield, with well-known and -publicized risks. It requires experience, stamina, patience, and political prowess to implement cost-effectively.
My hunch is that, within a couple years of a company deciding to offshore, opportunities for these kinds of professionals (together with those for developmental editors and similar publications production roles) will dry up as those companies force their customers to put up with shoddier products. In other words, I expect companies to respond to cost-control pressure by turning whatever demand remains for improved quality (in products, documentation, support, etc) into a revenue opportunity (for example, for-profit tech support).

2. Near- and medium-term, Technical Trainer opportunities will abound. Companies will compensate for inadequate documentation and support by offering customers in-person and web-based training. It takes an unusual combination of technical expertise and interpersonal skills, as well as the willingness to travel, but it's also easy to get comparatively rich doing this work, as courses retailing for $1000+ per person per day are already the norm for complex products.

Long-term, I expect web-based and/or scripted (canned) training to replace live and in-person services, resulting in fewer lucrative opportunities.

3. Near- and medium-term, Developer-doc Technical Writers will remain in demand because the US' intellectual property (IP) and copyright laws are stricter than those in East Asia, making it preferable to keep companies' crown jewels (their source code and senior technical wizards) local. As APIs are often young companies' first and most important deliverables, and without decent documentation they become a burden on Engineering and Support, those Technical Writers who can think like developers, work independently, and create accurate, reliable, relatively complete documentation are invaluable.

Long-term, expect copyright and IP laws to change and for developing-world documentation expertise to improve, clearing the way for even this specialized role to get offshored as well.

4. Developer-Community Liaisons, a new breed of Developer-doc Technical Writers, can expect strong demand for the foreseeable future. These individuals have deep engineering backgrounds and solid interpersonal skills, cultivate a strong rapport with the developer community, and are responsible for putting the company's best foot forward to this crucial group of collaborators as well as representing their product suggestions (bug fixes, enhancement requests, etc) to the company's senior technical management. For those with a talent for diplomacy — managing projects, clearly communicating verbally and in writing about nuanced topics, and holding all parties' feet to the fire — this is a very promising career niche.

5. Vertical-market Marketing Communicators, who combine deep subject-matter expertise, the ability to create compelling and authoritative product messages, and strong interpersonal and presentation skills (for networking with C-level clients), are likely to stay in-demand — albeit on a contract basis — once the economy rebounds.
This work is sometimes referred to as Executive Communications because it can involve speech-writing and preparing presentations for investors and boards of directors, as well as Corporate Communications because it involves articulating companies’ perspectives on key issues (the writing side of being a company spokesperson, if you will). Just don’t confuse this work with generic Corporate Communications, Public Relations (PR), or Advertising writing, which don’t require subject-matter expertise or presentation skills and, in Synergistech’s view, are even less stable and lucrative than technology industry documentation work.
Most Marcom, ExecComm, and CorpComm work vanishes quickly in a recession, but sales skills (and after all, that's what you're using) are prized early in an economic recovery. If you understand what decision-makers think and care about in a given industry, have a strong professional network (for finding clients), and want to craft a given company's pitch (to its board, investors, or customers), you'll enjoy this work. You'll also be able to charge at least double what Tech Writers earn, and there's little chance that your role will get offshored.

6. Technology Sales. Yes, we know, you don't want to sell anything. You want to be left alone to write. Well, wouldn't you prefer to eat, too? If so, and you can learn enough about the products you're selling and those of your competitors to be credible in front of a customer, you have an advantage over smarmy technophobes. Your ability to listen, inform yourself responsibly, respond intelligently, and put complex information in perspective with minimal bias can make you a customer's trusted ally, and a highly successful salesperson.

Potential compensation is off-the-charts compared to Technical Writing — honestly, you'll never look back — and job-stability is guaranteed as long as you make your quota. This work will never get offshored. Oh, and you'd even get to meet real customers and find out what matters to them, after being kept invisible for so long (as a technical communicator).

7. Proposal Writing involves responding to a formal RFP (request for proposal) — typically from a government agency or a much larger company — with well-substantiated justifications for awarding your firm an income-producing project. This work requires deep awareness of the client’s needs and your company’s capabilities, as well as the discipline to present it in a strict format and with just the right amount of disclosure and persuasion. Proposal writers typically work on a contract basis and are in strong demand in a wide variety of industries. Due to the requirements for access to key decision-makers as well as complete accountability, this work is unlikely to be offshored soon. Writing proposals isn’t as lucrative as commission-based sales, but if your deliverable wins substantial new business for your client, you’ll be able to charge more next time (and will soon be earning much more than the best Technical Writers).
A variant on proposal writing, Grant Writing, involves soliciting lump-sum awards from donors funding (typically) non-profit projects. The format and complexity of your grant application vary depending on the industry sector and donor’s requirements. Working in the non-profit sector brings its own rewards and challenges; don’t choose this option if your only motivation is money.
8. In a related vein (namely, "what can I do with my skills"), Medical, Financial, Energy, and Government-related Writers can expect a better fate, near- and medium-term, than local computer-industry Technical Writers. They can also expect lots of competition. These roles are, for the most part, legally required to be performed domestically (due to the same lax foreign privacy and IP laws referenced in item 3), but there's no reason they won't be affected by the same cost-control pressures that are now so visibly eroding the livelihoods of the Bay Area's technical communicators. Look for more opportunities in low-cost locations, fewer in the rest, and ultimately the same demand to 'generate profit or perish.'

If you opt to transition to one of these niches, the same ground-rules apply:

1) gain subject-matter expertise quickly and persistently,

2) gravitate toward those who generate profits (if you can't generate them independently), and

3) don't let yourself become 'surplus' by straying too far from the path of the individual contributor.

I strongly caution technical communicators against chasing the next shiny new trend (including structured authoring, DITA, usability/user experience work, content management, agile development, wikis, and social networking) before carefully considering how doing so can help you generate sustained financial advantages for your employer or clients. Beyond the excuse, "but they required it in the job description," honestly ask yourself how mastering a given skill will let you earn a company more than it costs to hire you. If it won't, steer clear. (And if it will, but your advantage won’t last long or you’ll have to take an unacceptable pay cut for the privilege, don’t go there either.) The shiny will eventually become rusty, and when the hoopla dies down the bean-counters will still be asking "where's your ROI?" If you can't provide proof of profitability, you're toast.

The difficulty of proving one’s ROI is why I advise potential career changers to avoid pursuing some of the more obvious, popular career-migration paths, such as:

1) Business Analysis (liaison between business users and in-house application developers)
2) Systems Analysis (a more technical incarnation of Business Analysis)

3) Project Management (with dotted-line reports but little budgetary or administrative authority)
4) Quality Assurance (in the computer industry, QA gets almost as much respect as tech comms)

5) Technical Support (ditto, plus they’re always on call)

6) Website Design (as opposed to handling the programming aspects of site interactivity)

7) Usability/User Experience (UX)/User Interface Design

8) Instructional Design (unless tied directly to highly visible, revenue-generating training courses)

9) Editing, Indexing, Proofreading, Graphic Arts/Illustration, Document Production, Web Content Authoring, Business Writing (except SOX and ISO-9x process compliance doc)
and almost any kind of middle management — especially Publications Management — where your job will be eliminated as soon as senior management deems your team self-sufficient and able to take over your deliverables.
In conclusion, I want to be sure of three things:

1) You recognize it’s irresponsible to avoid the fact that your market has changed,
2) You glimpse at least one path that might offer both increased income and fulfillment, and
3) You begin evolving away from conventional high-tech technical communications.

(*) Who Moved My Cheese?: An Amazing Way to Deal with Change in Your Work and in Your Life by Spencer Johnson and Kenneth Blanchard, Sept 1998.
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