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boss what problems they are having and
try to solve them. Get yourself inserted
into teams that are considered a prot
center (not a cost center), and make
yourself such a valuable contributing
member that they wouldn't even think
of laying you off. Leverage your core
competencies and let it be known that
you're not just a technical writer, but a
corporate communication specialist, a
project manager, a —whatever
your company needs and perceives as
valuable to the organization.”

Services and former STC president, says
that one of the key challenges in her
business, which sells services to techni-
cal communication managers and their
executive leaders, is “getting people to
take their management roles seriously
as management professionals, rather
than (seeing themselves) as second-class
citizens in their companies.” She says we
need to “become more politically as-
tute in the organization. Learn to make

a business case. Get out of the cubicle
and start talking to people other than
the developers.”

We are improving our professional societies. What can we do to raise our status?

As you know if you have been con-
suming your STC membership for the
past few years, STC has been in the
process of extensively remaking itself
in response to member feedback. As
a result of much hard work, we have a
new executive director, a new structure
for our board, new resources for lead-
ers, new budgeting and nancial mea-
sures, a new mission statement, more
educational opportunities, new mem-
bership packages and benets, and a
redesigned and improved annual Sum-
mit. STC has also moved forward on the
construction of a Body of Knowledge
that de nes the technical communica-
tion profession. All of these changes
have made STC more viable, current,
and relevant to us.

Saul Carliner, associate professor of
Education at Concordia University in
Montreal and former STC president,
says that we can use what we learn from
the Body of Knowledge project to “pro-
mote our unique skills and knowledge
and explain how they benet the or-
ganizations that hire us.... For the rst
time, we are saying who we are and what
makes us unique. It may sound abstract
to the average practicing professional,
but it can serve as a guide for promot-
ing the profession to the people who
hire us, raising professional awareness
and quality of practice, and guiding the
design of academic programs.”

We still need to be better business people
and managers.

Our management skills continue to
be an area of struggle for our profession.
JoAnn Hackos, president of Comtech

Holly Harkness replies, “We must be-
come engaged with the business and
offer solutions to business problems.”
That requires an understanding of what
drives a business in the rst place—
numbers and business concepts that of-
ten aren't of speci c interest to those of
us who “just like to write.” In response to
that, Stan Dicks, associate professor and
director of the MS in technical commu-
nication at North Carolina State, says,
“In our management course, we teach
students that one of their biggest chal-
lenges is negotiating the political waters
in organizations where they are often
atypical of the other employees.”

We still need to repackage ourselves
for the future.

There is room in every organization
for someone with our unique combina-
tion of skills to make a contribution. “In
fact,” says Vici Koster-Lenhardt, “some
people who are excellent technical com-
municators do not even know the term
[technical communicator].”

So how can you repackage yourself
to nd that niche that adds value and
satis es you professionally? “The techni-
cal communicator will see his/her role
in the organization become more cru-
cial over the coming years. We need to
nd out what we are passionate about
and consider specializing,” says Bernard
Aschwanden, president of Publishing
Smarter in Toronto. “Technical commu-
nication needs people who are able to
provide speci c skills in areas like user
documentation, tutorials, administrator
guides, training videos, command line
information, and more. No one person
will be able to do all of these, and to do
them well. Therefore, our best hope is
to ensure that we grow ourselves to meet
the unique roles that organizations will
have for technical communicators,
regardless of the formal title that is as-
signed to a particular job.”

Through the Looking Glass

| asked survey respondents “what is
the next big thing on the horizon for
technical communication?” They men-
tioned such things as “content conver
gence” from several genres and own-
ers into a single information source;
movement away from “books,” with
more focus on content and less on for
mat; use of social networking environ-
ments to deliver documentation; more
community-authored information; and
more focus on delivering information
in “greener” ways.

| also asked where people thought we
would be as a profession in ve to ten
years. Certainly, we have made some
progress in the past ve years, as shown
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in Figure 2, which highlights the trends
in uencing us ve years ago versus to-
day. What else might be happening?

“l think a big trend will be a demand
for good technical communication skills
in English in the Chinese and Indian
markets,” says Vici Koster-Lenhardt. “In
the next 15 years, there is expected to
be a huge shift in the world GDP from
the West to the East. So, one prediction
is that more technical communicators
will be working for companies that are
producing documentation for the BRIC
markets (Brazil, Russia, India, China),
because these will be the countries that
will be growing.”

We will also complete the paradigm
shift to support what | call “informa-
tion grati cation.” The thrill of having
Google answer every question in sec-
onds has become an addiction—one
that everyone will soon expect to have
fed by all information sources in their
lives, not just Internet searches. Chona
Shumate says, “Online users are chang-
ing, and we will have to adapt to their
style of how they access information.”

We also can expect a new wave of reg-
ulatory requirements in the nancial,
pharmaceutical, and manufacturing
markets to generate opportunities for
technical communicators. Saul Carliner
believes “there will be a trend away from
product-focused industries like hard-
ware, software, and military equipment,
and from meeting occasional deadlines
associated with a product release, to
ongoing deadlines associated with web-
based publication.”

“Heck, in ten years,” says Shumate,
“we’ll probably have holograms of talk-
ing text, with images of someone per
forming a procedure. Or, mental te-
lepathy, where written information is no
longer needed—ijust kidding—I think!”

Final Words
Based on the 2009 survey results, here

is what | think we should be considering

for the next ve years:

s Information Grati cation: Have we
made our way away from books to wi-
kis, social networking, user-authored
content, multi-contributor informa-
tion databases, and real-time updates?
Have we kept pace with the way “real”
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people are delivering and receiving

information in their everyday lives?

Are we gratifying their need for per-

sonal, immediate content?

sValue, Value, Value: Is the informa-
tion in your company being treated
as an asset? Have you found a way to
measure and state its value? Have you
found a way to demonstrate your val-
ue as the guardian of that asset?

s Solutions: Are you an information so-
lutions provider and a coach to other
content providers? Are you a manager
with ideas that promote the success of
the business you work for?

s Advocacy: Is someone in manage-
ment an advocate for the work you
do and the contribution you make to
the company’s bottom line? Are you
known to the strategic decision mak-
ers two levels above you? Are you con-
sidered to be a beloved right arm that
no one could think of living without?

If you can answer “yes” to these kinds
of questions, then you have probably al-
ready begun to remix yourself for the fu-
ture. If not, it may be time to start look-
ing ahead, because before you know it,
the next ve years will have come and
gone.

In the meantime, | think I'll update
my Facebook status: “Barbara is a tech-
nical communicator providing highly
valuable information in new and differ -
ent ways.” What are you doing™®

Barbara Giammona (bgiammonacomms
gmail.com) is the technical publication
manager for Invensys Process Syste
Wonderware, a global technology, softwa
and consulting rm specializing in proces
manufacturing, plant optimization, business
operations, and enterprise performance.
is based in Lake Forest, CA, but manages
global team with operations in ve US local
tions, Ontario, Canada, and two locations
in India. She has been managing technic
communicators for more than 20 years an
has been a frequent presenter at STC con
ences, with a special focus on manageme
issues. Her award-winning article, “The
Future of Technical Communication: How
Innovation, Information Management, and
Other Forces Are Shaping the Future of t
Profession” was published Technical
Communication in August 2004.
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