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Certification and STC’s
Certified Professional
Technical Communicator:

What You Need to Know

By Liz PoHLAND AND CHRIS LYONS
Interested in understanding
more about professional
certification? Curious why STC
started a certification program?
This article provides details

on what certification is, why
organizations certify, and why
you should consider becoming a
Certified Professional Technical
Communicator (CPTC).

Certified Professional Technical
Communicator: The Exam and
Its Nine Areas of Competency
By CrAIG BAEHR
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STC’s Chief Examiner describes
how the CPTC Foundation
certification was developed and
what potential certificates should
expect when studying for and
taking the Foundation exam.

Patient Experience Design:
Technical Communication’s
Role in Patient Health
Information and Education

By Lisa MELONCON

Technical communicators can
apply their knowledge of user
experience in the medical and
healthcare fields through a new
approach the author defines as
patient experience design (PXD).
Learn more about PXD and how
to apply it to develop better patient
education and delivery of care.

Helping Strategy: Building Content

Capacities Within Nonprofits
By GuisEpPE GETTO
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Nonprofit organizations (NPOs)
provide necessary services to a
variety of communities, but often
struggle to build and maintain an
effective Web presence. Technical
communicators often possess

the skills required to help local
organizations with their Web
presence, but risk providing
unsustainable solutions. Based

on eight years of research,
service-learning, and consulting
with nonprofits, this article
includes tactics that technical
communicators can utilize to
help organizations increase

their capacities for building and
maintaining effective Web content.

A Technical Communication
User’s Hierarchy of Needs
By ELLis PrRATT

In a content maturity

model coined “a technical
communicator’s hierarchy of
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A Note from the Editor

THE JANUARY ISSUE of Intercom focuses on professional
development. Have you been wondering about profes-
sional certification, how to move into the medical and
healthcare field, how to work with nonprofits, or how to
model a better user needs framework? If so, then this
issue has what you need to know.

Looking for more information on certification? An
article by STC CEO Chris Lyons and myself explains
what certification is, why STC built the certification
program, and what it can do for you and your employer. This issue also
includes an article by certification Chief Examiner Craig Baehr on the
exam and its nine area of competency. If you've been wondering what the
nine competency areas are or how to study and take the exam, this article
provides an essential overview.

Interested in the healthcare arena? Lisa Meloncon has provided an article
that explains the overlap between technical communication and what she
calls patient experience design (PXD). Arguing that PXD provides a defined
path for technical communicators to be involved in the development of
patient education materials, she explains how skills technical communica-
tors already have easily transfer to communications within the medical and
healthcare industry.

Working with a nonprofit? Through eight years of experience with
nonprofits, Guiseppe Getto has written an article that explains how
technical communicators can help nonprofts build and sustain better online
presences and Web content. He provides tactics that technical communi-
cators can use to help organizations with limited resources increase their
capacities for building and maintaining effective Web content.

Looking for a new user model? In his article, Ellis Pratt has coined a new
content maturity model “a technical communicator’s hierarchy of needs.”
In the model, he focuses from the user’s perspective to help organizations
understand where users interact with tech comm content and to link goals
across project stakeholders at the start of a project in order to get the
necessary funding.

This issue also includes a guide to the upcoming 2016 election;
information about the Summit Keynote Speaker David Rose and the fun
to be had in Anaheim, California; and three columns: one on ethics in
edutainment, one on technical communicators as accessibility advocates,
and a new advice column from tech comm managers Kit Brown-Hoekstra
and Cindy Currie.

I hope you enjoy the first issue of Intercom for 2016. I look forward to your
comments and thoughts online, or email me directly!

i bhianl

—L1z POoHLAND
liz.pohland@stc.org
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Certification and STC’s
Certified Professional
Technical Communicator:

learn by yourself

A

What You el S
Need tO 1\ J( take the exam‘ online
Know 7

By LIZ POHLAND | STC Director of
Communications and Senior Member and

CHRIS LYONS | STC Executive Director

ector

A GUIDE FOR THOSE CONSIDERING CERTIFICATION,
this article explains the purpose of certification programs,
compares certification with other types of credentialing,
and identifies reasons technical communicators should
consider certifying as CPTCs.

shutterstock.com/ Macrov
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What Is Certification and Why Do
Organizations Certify?

Any organization can consider creating a certification
program for a particular skill or knowledge of an industry
or field. Organizations may consider a certification
program if: 1) they have a measurable business need
to formally validate an individual’s knowledge or skill
in a particular product or content area; 2) there are no
tests or credentials available from other organizations
to measure the same level of performance on similar
content or products; and 3) verifying a minimum
performance capability of an individual is critical to
the job (e.g., for safety, health, environmental, or other
risk-related concerns).

One of the tasks in designing a certification program is
to find a valid driver—a problem worth solving. The first
reason most organizations certify focuses on recognizing
a professional’s accomplishments and improving work
processes. Organizations certify individuals to protect
the public, confirming that practitioners have or can get
the knowledge and skills required to do their jobs safely,
efficiently, and effectively. They also certify to validate
or enhance the stature of a role or position, to promote
continuous improvement, to increase productivity, and
to maintain skills and knowledge. Hiring organizations
want a certified workforce so they can attract and retain
competent staff, establish uniform performance standards
to rapidly deploy workers, raise the level of core compe-
tencies, create multidisciplinary jobs, and comply with
local and international standards.

Since professional certification confirms or validates
knowledge or performance capability, it is important
that the certifying organization also be recognized as an
appropriate body to determine and grant professional
certification. This body is often leading or generally
recognized and active organizations for professionals in a
field. A professional certification created by an individual,
an unknown association, or just an organized group
would lack credibility.

The Society for Technical Communication launched
a certification program for technical communicators
in 2011. The goal behind the program was to create
preference in the marketplace for certified technical
communicators and to validate efforts in learning core
skills, best practices, and specific industry standards. STC
believes that certification is a powerful tool for driving
market recognition and adoption of an essential skill set.

Per a report written in June 2009 titled “STC Certifica-
tion Drivers,” the STC Certification Task Force at the time
identified driving factors for a certification program for
technical communicators:

» Establish uniform worldwide performance standards.

» Increase employability and salary of certified
practitioners.

» Satisfy employer expectations.

» Reduce risk for employers.

www.stc.org

Definitions of Credentials

YOUR CAREER

The terms certification, licensure, standardization, accredita-
tion, and certificate are sometimes used interchangeably
in the vernacular, but there are important distinctions
between the definitions of each type of credential.
Certification is a voluntary process by which a nongov-
ernmental agency or association grants recognition to
individuals who have met certain predetermined qualifica-
tions of professional competence specified by that agency
or association upon an assessment. Such qualifications
may include acceptable performance on a qualifying
examination and/or completion of some specified
amount or type of work experience in the field. Examples
of certifications include STC’s Certified Professional
Technical Communicator, the American Medical Writers
Association’s Certified Medical Writer, or the Project
Management Institute’s Project Management Professional.
Licensureis the process by which a government agency
grants permission to individuals to engage in a given

profession or occupation
by certifying that those
licensed have attained
the minimal degree of
competency necessary
to ensure reasonable
protection of the
public’s health, safety,
and welfare. Licenses
are usually justified to
regulate an activity whose
incompetent execution
would be a threat to
the public, such as with
conducting surgery or
driving motor vehicles.
Examples of workers
who need licenses to do
their work include board
certified doctors, lawyers
who have been admitted
to the bar, commercial
licensed truck drivers,
and airline plane
captains.

Standardization is
the process by which
a product or service is

assessed against standards

and specifications, such
as the Underwriters’
Laboratory seal on
electrical fixtures or self
audits done by companies
that want to show
compliance to national or
international standards,

intercom

Definitions
in a Nutshell

» Certification,
licensure, and
certificates are for
individuals.
Certification is a
voluntarily earned
designation bestowed
by a recognized
organization or
authority to validate
an individual’s quali-
fications to perform a
job or task.

Licensure is a
mandatory restriction
by law for a profes-
sional activity and
the use of an occupa-
tional title.
Standardization

is directed toward
products or processes.
Accreditation is
third-party validation
of entire organiza-
tions or programs.
Certificates

confirm an individ-
ual’s acceptable
completion of a
course or a program
of study.

v
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such as American National Standards Institute guidelines
and ISO 9000 standards (ASAE 1987).

Accreditation is the process whereby an accrediting
body grants public recognition to a school, institute,
college, university, or specialized program of study having
met certain established qualifications or standards as
determined through initial and periodic evaluations.

For example, engineering and business programs
are accredited by specialized organizations that have
established performance standards for academic
programs in the field.

Certificates are probably the most commonly confused
with certification, but they are very different. An easy
rule of thumb is a certificate recognizes completion of
a defined program of study or a course and recognize
completion of specific learning outcomes provided by
instruction and training. Certifications award desig-
nations to recognize professional achievements from
knowledge, skills, and competencies previously acquired.
Examples of certificates include short-term programs
of study—such as the certificate programs offered by
STC and private training and development organiza-
tions like Watermark Learning’s Agile Certificate (see
www.watermarklearning.com/certification/agile/academic/
agile-certificates.php)—and programs of study involving
several courses—such as certificate programs in technical
communication offered by the continuing education
units of many colleges and universities (see University
of Michigan’s School of Public Health Certificate
Programs, https://sph.umich.edu/academics/programs-degrees/
certificates.himl).

STC’s Certified Professional Technical
Communicator (CPTC)

STC'’s Certified Professional Technical Communicator
program reopened in December 2015 (www.stc.org/
education/certification/certification-main). The re-
engineered program is a three-tiered professional
certification: Foundation, Practitioner, and Expert.

» The Foundation-level Professional Certification
focuses on knowledge of the field. To achieve the
Certified Professional Technical Communicator—
Foundation designation, applicants must demonstrate

CERTIFIED
PROFESSIONAL

Technical
Communicator

CPTC CPTC CPTC

PRACTITIONER

intercom

knowledge and understanding of best practices in
technical communication by passing an exam. Visit
http://www.apmg-international.com/en/qualifications/
CPTC/CPTC.aspx to learn more about the exam.

» The Practitioner-level Professional Certification will
demonstrate mastery of applying best practices and
leading others in their use. The achievement of the
Certified Professional Technical Communicator—
Practitioner designation will likely be a test and an
evaluation of work product(s).

» The Expert-level Professional Certification require-
ments will be similar to the CPTC program launched
in 2012, requiring a set of work products and subject
matter expert interviews.

Why Should a Technical Communicator

Pursue Certification?

The chief benefit of certification is simple: A certification

program creates a preference in the job market for people

who have taken the time to invest in themselves—in

their skills and experience. For individuals in particular,

becoming certified can be invaluable because it provides
proof of your abilities, a robust understanding of the
knowledge and specialized skills that are necessary to
perform with a high degree of competence in a field,

and a continuing process for remaining relevant in the

field. In every profession, professional certification helps

employee, employer, and the consumer.
Employees benefit from professional certification in
several ways:

1. Validation of an employee’s skills and knowledge by a
third party. In the case of the Certified Professional
Technical Communicator credential, STC provides
that validation. Additionally, STC is working with
a vendor whose accreditation processes follow
ISO standards. For the employee, STC’s Certified
Professional Technical Communicator certification,
with accompanying requirements for continuing
education, is a professional milestone that carries
weight and credibility among peers, clients, and
organizational leaders.

2. Differentiation from others in the marketplace and the ability
to command higher pay. Professional certification is
an important credential on a résumé and provides
evidence of qualifications. It denotes a level of
competency and is an indicator of commitment and
quality performance and output. For those not looking
for jobs, obtaining certification may be a requirement
for advancement or a way of standing out from peers
or competitors and commanding higher pay or
more responsibilities.

3. Engagement and commitment to the field. On a personal
level, the certification process and requirement for
annual training forces the practitioner to stay current,
work on multiple types of jobs, learn new skills, and
network with peers.

January 2016
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Employers also
benefit from profes-
sional certification.
1. Validation of an

Benefits of
certification include:

Validated Experience:

employee’s skills and
knowledge by a third
party. Professional
certification
provides a quality
marker that helps
an employer gauge
the effectiveness
and qualifications
of a potential hire.
It reduces risk and

simplifies the search

through validation
of knowledge and
by providing a
hiring baseline.
When professional
certification is a
requirement in

a job posting, it
greatly focuses the
candidate pool.
Since the employer
is depending on
an independent
validation to verify
a candidate’s skill,
it is important that
the certification

is granted by an
established and
credible organiza-
tion such as STC.
Differentiation

from others in the

Confirm your experience
and competency through
certification.

Professional Development:
Add certification to your
career development plan
and distinguish yourself
from your peers.

Leadership Recognition:
Show employers and
colleagues that you

are committed to
establishing global
performance standards for
the profession.

Professional Status:

Join an elite group

of CPTC-certified
professionals who have
demonstrated their
knowledge and proficiency.

Portable Career
Credential: Take your
CPTC certification with you
to new jobs and enhance
your employability.
Personal Achievement:
Gain confidence in your
knowledge and skill and
achieve a professional and
personal goal.

workforce. Employers want their hires to stay current
and continue to grow in the profession. Professional
certification programs and their related continuing
education requirements provide milestones for
employees and, after completing a certification
qualification, remain a driver of continuing education

YOUR CAREER

and training. Employers can use achievement of
professional certification as evidence for advancement
or pay increases as well.

3. Engagement and commilment to the field and the business.
Certified professionals with proven knowledge and
competency will contribute more to an organization.
They may be faster or more accurate workers, and
they may be more creative or insightful in solving
related business problems. And certified employees
provide evidence that an organization’s technical
communication team is more qualified than that
of its competitors.

With certified professionals in the workforce, the
consumer is better off as well. Knowledgeable workers
result in better communications: instructions are more
easily understood, warnings are relayed properly,
descriptions are complete, content can be reused, and the
device used to access the content doesn’t limit the user.
For technical communicators, professional certification
sets a standard for skills, knowledge, and performance
across the field of content work and information products.
Ultimately, developing a well-thought-out certification
program helps an organization’s employees, customers,
and members advance the organization’s interests, as
well as their own. It is arguably the best way to create
confidence in the marketplace.

The Society for Technical Communication is fulfilling
one of its mandates as an association by creating and
sponsoring professional certification for technical
communicators. We hope all of our members, academics,
students, and other practitioners in the field take
advantage of this program. H

LIZ POHLAND (liz.pohland@stc.org) is STC’s Director
of Communications and the editor of Intercom. During her
tenure with STC, she has also worked closely on the certifica-

tion program development and the Technical Communication
Body of Knowledge.

CHRIS LYONS (chris.lyons@stc.org) is the Chief Executive
Officer of STC. He has worked for the past 15 years as a manag-
er and business transformation consultant assisting nonprofit,
commercial, and government clients in developing strategies and
improving their operations.
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THE FOUNDATION LEVEL of STC’s professional certi-
fication addresses key terminology, facts, concepts, and
techniques in nine areas of disciplinary expertise. These areas
encompass a broad range of processes, practices, strategies,
and roles that comprise the work of technical communicators
and teams they serve on and manage. Foundation-level profes-
sional certification in technical communication is designed
for entry-level individuals who are involved in technical
communication and informational projects or products,
who possess working knowledge of the key principles of the
profession, and who understand the basic terminology used
and theories behind specific practices.

Foundation certification is required to progress to
higher tiers. Practitioner and Expert-level certifications will
be available in the future.

What are the nine areas?

The nine areas of professional certification in technical
communication include: project planning, project analysis,
content development, organizational design, written
communication, visual communication, reviewing and
editing, content management, and production and delivery.

How were they created?
These certification categories build on the previous research
and work of task forces and committees, including the STC
Certification Commission. The effort included a compre-
hensive review of the Technical Communication Body of
Knowledge (TCBOK) content to determine areas of expertise
within the profession. As a collective and collaborative
knowledge resource drawing from nearly 600 content topics, it
represents a breadth of technical communication knowledge.
A job task analysis survey of STC members was also
developed and conducted by an external entity to
reach a broader profile of professionals in technical
communication. Drawing from the results of the TCBOK
comprehensive content review, the survey asked partic-
ipants to rank the importance of knowledge, skills, and
abilities related to process management, researching,
design, development, review, and production. It also
focused on tasks, importance, and frequencies related to
their job responsibilities and knowledge of the profession.

10 intercom
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In addition, several panels of subject matter experts were
involved throughout the process tasked with the respon-
sibility to review and comment on content related to the
nine categories. As a final task, a group of subject matter
experts were involved with updating and writing objectives
for each category.

What does each area measure?

Project Planning

Project planning focuses on the work involved in planning
and managing technical communication work teams and
documents through a lifecycle process. It includes process
planning, goal setting, progress tracking, and strategic
planning activities.

Project Analysis

Project analysis involves the work of identifying readers and
document contexts, including the development of reader
profiles. This includes identifying types of audiences, users,
readers, and their preferences regarding document use
and readability. It also focuses on the analysis of document
contexts, including working in global contexts and
rhetorical situations.

Content Development

This category focuses on the development of content and
technical information products. It addresses technical genres,
their content, and use, including: memos, technical descrip-
tions and specifications, instructional content, proposals,
activity or status reports, and analytical reports. It also
focuses on researching, including finding source materials,
defining the scope of research questions and methods, and
documenting sources and intellectual property concerns.

Organizational Design

Organizational design focuses on guidelines and
techniques for organizing and drafting technical
documents. It covers organizational patterns and rhetorical
moves for introductions and conclusions to technical
reports, as well as patterns for specific technical genres
including memos, technical descriptions and specifications,
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instructional content, proposals, activity or status reports,
and analytical reports.

Written Communication

Written communication covers general guidelines for
composing content and communicating in written and
electronic forms. It covers writing style, persuasion, tone,
and general readability. It includes techniques for writing
sentences and paragraphs for both print and electronic
documents, and in global contexts.

Visual Communication

This area focuses on general visual communication principles
and practices, including using graphics, data displays and other
kinds of information graphics, such as bar charts, line graphics,
tables, pie charts, flow charts, etc. It covers the use of design
principles, such as balance, alignment, grouping, consistency,
and contrast. It also addresses the use of visual information and
related technologies when giving presentations.

Reviewing and Editing

This category addresses reviewing and editing processes
and guidelines, and general usability. It encompasses the
various levels of editing, including revising, substantive
editing, copyediting, and proofreading. Additionally, it
covers common grammatical and mechanical errors.

Content Management

This area focuses on managing content of information products,
as well as the management of information development teams.
It addresses Web content development, including the basic
features of Web sites and general guidelines for developing
Web-based content. It also covers the uses of social networks,
wikis, blogs, microblogs, videos, and podcasts in working
settings. From a teaming standpoint, it covers the roles and
practices for managing content and roles across a work team.

Production and Delivery

This category focuses on the production and delivery of
information products, specifically how project outcomes relate
to and inform the development of final production delivera-
bles. It also addresses the importance of setting objectives for
final deliverables and using them to measure effectiveness and
outcomes of technical information products.

What is the exam format?
The Foundation-level Certified Professional Technical
Communicator exam covers each of the nine areas and is based
on content from the 5th edition of Technical Communication
Today, by Richard Johnson-Sheehan (www.mypearsonstore.com,
ISBN-10:0134419391). Additionally, the Technical Communica-
tion Body of Knowledge (TCBOK) content (wwuw.tcbok.org) is an
informative secondary source for the exam.

The purpose of the Foundation qualification is to
measure whether a candidate has sufficient knowledge
and comprehension of the technical communication text
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to act as an informed member of a technical writing or a
technical communication team within their professional
work or in their organization.

The Foundation exam format is:

» 40 minutes

» 50 multiple choice questions

» 70% pass mark

» Closed book

What are the continuing education requirements?
Continuing education requirements include a wide range
of STC-related activities, including attending STC Summit
sessions, webinars, and other educational offerings, as
well as successful completion of college accredited courses
related specifically to technical communication.

Currently, continuing education points may be obtained
the following ways:

STC Annual Membership 2
(any type for Foundation certificants)

STC Recorded Webinar (self-study) 1
STC Live Educational Webinar (free, sponsored,

and community webinars excluded) 2
STC Online Courses 6
STC Summit Full-Day Pre-Conference Course | 6
STC Summit Half-Day Pre-Conference Course | 3
STC Virtual Summit 4

STC Annual Summit 8

Begin and complete a college accredited course | 8 points per 3 college
related to the Technical Communication field* credit course

* transcript must be submitted to and reviewed by STC

As the Foundation program matures, this list will expand to
include other activities including non-STC activities hosted
by other associations or institutions.

Further Information

You can register to take the Foundation-level Certified
Professional Technical Communicator exam by visiting STC’s
website at www.stc.org/education/certification/certification-main.
STC members can sit the exam at a discounted price by
entering their valid STC member ID at the time of registering
for the exam. If you have additional questions about the

exam or STC’s certification, please visit www.stc.org/education/
certification/certification-main or email stc@stc.org: B

CRAIG BAEHR (craig.bachr@ttu.edu) is an STC Associate Fellow and
professor of technical communication at Texas Tech University. He serves as
Director-at-Large for the STC Board of Directors and Chief Examiner for the
Certified Professional Technical Communicator program. He also serves as
chair of the Technical Communication Body of Knowledge committee and
Jaculty sponsor for the STC Texas Tech University Student Chapler. He is
author of Web Development: A Visual-Spatial Approach, Writing for
the Internet: A Guide to Real Communication in Virtual Space,
and The Agile Communicator. Previously, he worked as a technical
writer and trainer for 10 years for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.
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Technical Communication’s Role in

Patient Health
Information
and Education

By LISA MELONCON | Senior Member

TECHNICAL COMMUNICATORS have long worn many
hats with many different job titles. The skills we bring to any
communication problem can move easily across technical
domains. Thus, health information and patient education
offer opportunities for an alternate career path for technical
communicators. The federal government has identified health
communication “as a critical area,” as seen in the continua-
tion of this focus in HealthyPeople2020 and the Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ) (www.ahrg.gov).
Other high-profile nonprofit funding initiatives, such as the
Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute (www.pcori.org)
and the Institute for Patient-and Family-Centered Care
(www.ipfec.org), also point to the increased importance of
communication in health care. The Bureau of Labor Occupa-
tional Outlook Handbook demonstrates the demand for
health communication professionals, listing the following
careers and their career growth for 2010-2020:

» Health educators—37%

» Medical and health services managers—22%

» Health information specialists—21%

More specific to issues directly connected to technical
communication, AHRQ has reported that a total of 90 million
Americans lack the health literacy and numeracy skills to
productively participate and engage in their own health care.
And as we well know, technical communicators are adept at
producing and designing information that can be understood
by specific, targeted audiences. With this growing need for
health communication specialists, the question becomes: how
do technical communicators participate? What can we do to
enter/contribute to this discussion?

The answer? We apply our knowledge of user experience
to the area of conveying technical information to patient.
The approach? It’s something I call patient experience
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design (PXD), and in what follows, I explain how PXD
developed and what it is. I then describe why it matters and
provide strategies for how technical communicators can
use this approach to move into health communication and
patient education careers.

Moving Toward a Definition

Over the last several years as I've done more work in
healthcare, and in that work—both creating information
and researching communication problems—I’ve struggled
even more to explain what I do to a wide array of collabora-
tors. Most every technical communicator has struggled with
the question“what do you do?”, but I found this question
even harder to answer in the health and medical domains.
The difficulty often connected with trying to get people

to understand that, while many write health information
or patient education materials, having a communication
specialist can improve the quality of that information and
increase the likelihood of patient understanding and use.
For a while I found myself falling back on the tired and
partial metaphors found in technical communication’s
history, using phrases such as “translator” or “bridging

the gap between doctors and patients,” or using “health
literacy” as a catchall term since most health care profes-
sionals thinks they know what it means.

But I found these explanations exhausting, incomplete,
and totally unsatisfying. Even though I have never been an
advocate of neologisms, particularly for the sake of simply
putting a new name to something that is fundamentally not
new, I found myself creating a new term: patient experience
design (PXD). At the start of a project, and for the first time
in my experience when I was done describing what I do,
everyone in the room understood. The patients, doctors,
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nurses, designers, hospital administrators, engineers, and
students (from a variety of disciplines) all understood what I
brought to the team. So how did I land on this term?

In its landmark 2001 report Crossing the Quality Chasm,
the Institute of Medicine (IOM) identified patient-
centeredness as one of six aims for the healthcare system.
They defined patient-centeredness as providing care
that is respectful of and responsive to individual patient
preferences, needs, and values, and ensuring that patient
values guide all clinical decisions. This emphasis and fore
fronting of the patient is reminiscent of the primacy of the
user in user experience. Thus, patient centeredness and
user experience intersect and complement one another, which
makes merging user experience with patient centered-
ness an easy and logical next step. See Figure 1 for one
conception of how different domains and skills within those
domains intersect to form PXD.

Working with patient information and education
materials, I kept returning to user experience, such as
usability, audience, interface design, and plain language.
Moreover, user experience recognizes the importance of
the person’s attitudes, behaviors, and emotions as they
interact with a company or a product. All of these things
are key factors in whether and how a patient will use and
engage with information and education materials.

While patient safety and healthcare technology research
has begun to integrate UX perspectives, those creating and
researching patient information and education materials
have been slow to adopt the user experience framework.
Technical communicators can intervene in patient
experiences by incorporating user experience principles
and practices and through these practices improve patient
engagement. In this sense, patient engagement can be

technical

communication

Figure 1. Domains of PXD
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seen as reducing no-shows to appointments, improving
medication adherence, or increasing literacy and numeracy
of specific information related to their health, or improving
the efficiency of patient record portals.

Defining PXD
Patient experience design (PXD) is a collaborative space
for patients, families, caregivers, and healthcare profes-
sionals to provide their insights and knowledge into the
information design process and distribution of patient
information and education materials. This information
design process should be iterative as materials are written
and designed and then distributed and, most importantly,
when any changes in clinical practice can affect information
and outcomes. Unlike other industries that often claim true
user experience design is too expensive because of the time
and effort it takes to find and incorporate users into the
process, health care has a captive system that, with minor
alterations, also has access to the exact population of users
needed to test and help design patient information.
PXD is concerned with improving patient engagement
and outcomes through education and communication
that is focused on patient experiences and knowledge
in conjunction with the usability of information and
technology. Patient experience design incorporates an
adaptive collaboration model between patients and other
participants (such as doctors, researchers, technical
communicators, nurses, clinicians, and others) in the
design of patient education materials, and at its center
it focuses on the quality of life and perceptions of the
patients. This orientation means the primacy of how
information is designed has the potential to improve health
literacy, health numeracy, and patient comprehension.
Health information must be timely, accessible, accurate,
and understandable. The proliferation of information
found online and accessed via mobile devices increases
this demand. Thus PXD can be an integral part of overall
health outcomes because it can help patients
» Better understand their own health and treatment,
» Maintain their own health records, and
» Facilitate care options by participating in shared
decision making.

Patients who can understand, maintain, and facilitate
their care more easily could potentially achieve two
important goals in healthcare: getting better outcomes for
patients through compliance, particularly for patients with
chronic conditions, and through prevention by reducing
overall heathcare costs. Providing patients with health
information that they can use potentially enables both of
these, and both are enabled by PXD.

A particular hallmark of PXD is its ethical dimension.
As Carolyn Miller has argued, the creation of technical
information is a matter of conduct rather than simply a
matter of production. In other words, communication,
particularly health communication, is a social action
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connected to other actions and activities that necessitates
that the information can be used by those who need it
most. This necessity has an implicit and explicit ethical
dimension and moral obligation.

Importance of PXD to Technical and
Professional GCommunication

PXD provides a defined path for technical communicators
to be involved in the development of patient education.
The field has long advocated for taking our skills and
expertise into new areas, but in this case, PXD provides us
the moment to better articulate the specialized knowledge
we have in a new arena. Rather than simply calling this
movement an extension of technical communication, I
encourage technical communicators to think of it as the
advancement of foundational skills and concepts into a new
arena—thus, an ideal articulation of the work that we do.

In his editorial for the August 2014 issue of Technical
Communication, Menno de Jong encouraged technical
communicators to move toward theory. One area that he
posited could be a theoretical direction is examining the
relationships of usability with the overall user experience.
A potentially rich area where this sort of exploration can
be done is in the healthcare sector, where patient’s inter-
actions with information and technologies can provide a
delineated approach to understanding their appreciation
of how information and technology guide their experiences
of health care. We have the potential to take existing ideas
and build new theories and/or to test existing theories in
hopes of creating generalizable knowledge. We can also
improve scientific research methods to better account
for the qualitative aspects that are necessary to fully test
patient experience design. The vast amount of data that
can be collected throughout the process should shed light
on how to design patient experiences.

PXD is also important in a strict usability sense as more
and more applications are being made in the healthcare
market. The usability and patient experience of such things
as electronic health records, websites, apps, and patient
portals fully fit into the realm of technical communica-
tion. But when these things are used in addition to highly
specialized information, then it becomes a paramount
concern that technical communicators become involved.
Through patient experience design, we have the opportunity
to be part of the entire process including developing ways
to “test” the comprehension of patient information from
a variety of sources. For example, nutritional information
is often unheeded because in many cases the patient’s
experiences, existing knowledge, biases, and emotions
haven’t been fully considered, nor have the complex cultural
dimensions of food and eating. By focusing on PXD,
technical communication could potentially provide a huge
value added dimension to the delivery of care.

Patients’ perceived use or non-use of information
guidelines, medications, protocols, etc. has long been a
concern to medical practitioners, and most interventions
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designed to help alter or change behavior have had
little effects. For example, areas such as the underuse of
certain technologies like personal health records, daily
checks of blood pressure, or those diabetics who fail to
test as often as necessary are all important areas where
technical communicators using PXD could intervene. In
each of these examples, a focus on PXD following the
long-standing and tested techniques of usability could
provide important dimensions to delivering health care.
The patient’s perception, emotions, knowledge, and the
perceived usefulness of a product, information, medication,
or technology is key to the potential of adherence,
compliance, or if a behavior change can improve

health outcomes.

How to Move into PXD

Using PXD to make the move into health communication
and patient education is not as difficult as one might think.
The medical healthcare complex has numerous opportuni-
ties for entryway into this area. Technical communicators
have the skills necessary to work as patient experience
designers in relation to patient education materials,
internal communication specialists, marketing specialists,
public relations, Web content strategists, and commu-
nication directors. In other words, hospitals, insurance
companies, health practitioner groups, physical therapists,
lab companies, and home health companies are just a few
examples where technical communicators can look to
find jobs that take their technical writing skills and move
them into a different direction. Recent alumni of degree
programs in technical and professional writing who work in
the healthcare industry have job titles such as communica-
tion specialist in patient services, director of publications,
health communication specialist, medical writer, Web
editor for special projects (in a hospital system), and human
resource communication (in an insurance company).
Other than knowing where to look, you can build
a mini-portfolio in this area by volunteering at local
nonprofits or in free community centers or clinics that
offer health and wellness services. You can take a class
on medical and science writing, many of which can be
found in technical and professional writing programs and
most of which have client-based projects that will give you
an idea of whether this is a job for you. And finally, the
next time you or a family member goes to the doctor and
you're handed some sort of information (or told to read
something online or watch a video), you can offer to update
that material (because chances are it needs it!). H

LISA MELONCON (meloncon@tek-ritr.com) is an STC
Senior Member and associate professor of technical and profession-
al writing. Her main interest is in health, environmental health,
and medical communication, and the impact of communication in
delivering complex information to lay audiences. She also owns a
technical communication consulting firm.
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Helping Strategy:

Building Content Capacities
Within Nonprofits -

NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS (NPOS) provide
necessary services to a variety of communities in a variety
of locales. They work in such fields as domestic violence
prevention, homelessness prevention, and hunger
prevention. Internationally, they typically take the form
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and make
services available in the developing world that struggling
democracies cannot provide. And thanks to the prolifer-
ation of Internet-based technologies, NPOs and NGOs
alike are now able to interact with core audiences from all
over the globe via cheap, readily available platforms such
as open source content management systems (e.g., Drupal,
WordPress, and Joomla!) and social media.

According to recent research, however, nonprofits are not
effectively making use of these technologies to reach core
audiences, although they are attempting to do so (see Kenix;
Zorn, Flanagin, and Shoham). Readers who have volunteered
at local nonprofits have probably encountered a familiar
story: the board of the organization finds out that their latest
volunteer is something called a “technical communicator.”
The board gets from this job description that the new recruit
is an expert in all things technological and asks, excitedly,
“Can you help us with our website?” Chances are, the website
was set up by a volunteer who no longer works at the organi-
zation. Sometimes the organization paid an exorbitant fee
to a local Web designer who probably made an ineffective
design and, once the initial contract ended, locked the
organization out of their own site pending a new contract.
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By GUISEPPE GETTO

Over the past eight years working with nonprofits as a
researcher, consultant, and service-learning instructor, I
have encountered this kind of story in nearly every organi-
zation I've worked with. Such experiences suggest that
nonprofits who want to develop and maintain an effective
Web presence face serious obstacles, including:

» lack of sufficient financial resources to hire a

qualified consultant,

» lack of sufficient expertise to build high-quality websites
and to effectively manage Web content, and
» high rates of overturn for volunteers and staff.

Within this context, a pressing need exists in many
communities for nonprofits who want to develop a better
Web presence, but lack the capacity to do so.

At the same time, well-meaning technical communicators
who possess needed technical skills can actually make matters
worse by providing nonprofits with solutions that organiza-
tions can’t maintain on their own. The simplest organizational
website must still be updated from time to time. Social media
accounts need a steady flow of fresh content to maintain
visibility. The question arises: if and when the technical
communicator is no longer able to work with the organization,
even for a short period of time, who will sustain the organi-
zation’s Web presence? Or will the technical communicator
simply become another character in the organization’s story
of volunteers and consultants who helped for a time and then
left the organization in a worse mess than when they started?
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Over the past eight years, I have collected some tactics
that technical communicators can utilize to be of real
use to nonprofits by helping organizations increase
their capacities for building and maintaining effective
Web content. These tactics include methods for helping
nonprofits to identify appropriate online audiences and
channels. Before discussing these tactics in-depth, I explain
below how emerging technologies are disrupting the
nonprofit marketplace, and why effective Web content is the
key resource nonprofits need to develop.

How Emerging Technologies Are

Changing the Capacities Nonprofits

Need to Sustain Themselves

Like many organizations, nonprofits are struggling to

keep up with a changing communication landscape. In

the for-profit world, the prestigious digital consulting firm
McKinsey & Company has developed a digital quotient (DQ)
for measuring how effectively a business is in making use of
digital technologies to support key business processes, such
as advertising, selling, and communicating with internal
and external stakeholders. Over the last five decades of
research they have found that the “topple rate,” or the rate
at which leaders within a given industry risk displacement
by up-and-comers, has increased by 40%. This means that
nearly half of major businesses face serious financial setbacks
if they fail to take advantage of emerging technologies.
Further, McKinsey & Company posit leadership and strategy
as two of the key characteristics of companies that success-
fully adopt emerging technologies to stay on top of their
respective markets. Essentially, if managers and executives
within a company don’t see the value of emerging technol-
ogies and build a company culture around them, then the
company is unlikely to successfully embrace such technolo-
gies and is likely to face negative consequences as a result.

Although we don’t have reliable data to tell us what has
happened to the digital quotient of the nonprofit sector
in the past five decades, smaller-scale research suggests a
similar trend. Theodore E. Zorn, Andrew J. Flanagin, and
Mirit D. Shoham surveyed more than 1,000 nonprofits in
New Zealand and found that many organizations utilize
tools such as email and simple databases for stakeholder
engagement, but have failed to successfully adopt websites
as a key communication venue for reaching audiences.
Why? Zorn, Flanagin, and Shoham tracked a variety of
variables in their survey data and found that decision-
maker knowledge and leadership were two key predictors
of the extent to which a given organization adopted new
technologies. Like for-profit organizations, it appears that
nonprofits whose leaders fail to acknowledge and embrace
the possibilities of emerging technologies also risk falling
behind in an increasingly digital world.

With limited research on the topic, we don’t know why
nonprofits often fail to build a successful Web presence, or
even how many organizations succeed in doing so. More
research is required to assess the state of nonprofit websites
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for key performance indicators (KPIs) such as: sustainabil-
ity, effectiveness of written content, sharability of content,
visual design, usability, and strategic use of content. We
also need research into what nonprofits value when it comes
to emerging technologies. Do nonprofits see the need to
embrace emerging technologies? If so, why do they struggle
to do so? Is it really technical or financial capacity, or, as
the above researchers have suggested, are knowledge and
leadership within organizations the deciding factors?

One such research project I am currently conducting,
tentatively entitled Helping Design: Building Digital Capacities
Within Nonprofits, will hopefully help answer some of these
questions. The study will consist of a series of focus groups
with nonprofit leaders local to Pitt County, North Carolina,
an impoverished area that boasts a surprising number of
nonprofits (at least 50 at last count). Over the past two years,
local organizations have come to me for help with commu-
nication problems ranging from ineffective website designs
to help building a strategy for social media content. I have
mostly served these organizations in an ad-hoc fashion, often
by inviting them to partner with me for a one-off research,
service-learning, or consulting project to help them build
capacity. Helping Design will attempt to devise a larger-scale
solution, including the possibility of ongoing learning
opportunities for nonprofits provided through East Carolina
University, my home institution. Ultimately, I hope to create
a sustainable resource network for nonprofits that they can
use to improve organizational capacities related to the use of
digital technologies. As I suggest below, however, new shifts
in thinking regarding what makes a Web presence effective
also spell a potential solution for nonprofits who want to
increase their digital quotient: content strategy.

Content Is the Key

In my experience, one of the core capacities that nonprofits,
and many organizations, struggle with is the ability to
develop and maintain a consistent content strategy. A
content strategy can be thought of as an organizational plan
for developing, curating, and delivering consistent, reliable
content. In this context, content can be thought of as useful
information for core audiences. One specific venue where
content strategy comes into play is in the organizational
website. As Kristina Halvorson and Melissa Rach reflect in
their book Content Strategy for the Web:

While organizations have struggled for decades—
centuries, even—to make sense of their content, they

were always able to keep the chaos (and consequences) to
themselves. Then came websites, which created the perfect
content strategy storm. Suddenly, organizations had to put
all of their content (product info, investor reports, press
releases, etc., etc.) in one place. For the first time. For all
the world to see. And it hurt. (Halvorson and Rach, xvii )

Content existed in various forms before the advent of digital
technologies, in other words, but the way in which that
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content is communicated to core audiences has changed due
to the large-scale adoption of these technologies.

This bears out in my experiences working with
nonprofits. There are few organizations over the years that
I have encountered whose leaders, staff, and volunteers
suffer from a lack of content. On the contrary, organiza-
tions are typically awash in a sea of information: mission
statements, photos from events, descriptions of programs,
logos, calendars, grant applications, etc. Organizations
struggle to manage and deliver this content, particularly
online. They often don’t have a good understanding
regarding what effective Web content looks and sounds
like. The pages of their website are filled with lengthy
paragraphs developed during board meetings. There are
few, if any, images on their website. Or sometimes the
website is a slough of images that all compete for attention.
The organization’s social media accounts have barely been
used, or sometimes they are jammed full of posts that
demonstrate no discernible relationship to one another.
Regardless, it is clear the organization suffers from a lack
of strategy, not content. The question then arises: how can
professionals who are experts at effective communication
help an organization that struggles with this very skill set?

How Technical Communicators Can
Help Nonprofits Communicate More Effectively
with Key Audiences Online
When asked the above question by professionals from
various walks of life over the past several years, I respond
that the most impactful thing they can do for any nonprofit
is to help the organization develop a sustainable content
strategy. The question becomes: what does such a strategy
look like? In answer to this question, I have developed a
freely available template for building a content strategy
that I call the “Social Media Strategy Template.” This
document is available for download in Google Doc form at
hitp://bit.ly/IM3Yd3U. The document includes my list of the
core components of a content strategy:
» Goals: what is the organization trying to achieve through
its content?
» Formulas: what components go into different
types of content?
» To dos: when should core content-related tasks
be performed?
» Accounts: what digital accounts should be used to
deliver content?
» Professional associations: what other organizations and
channels is the organization affiliated with that can be
mined for content-related initiatives?

In each section of the document, I have included jargon-free
boilerplate language to help introduce users of the
document to each of these core elements. My goal is to help
users to develop and deploy their own content strategies.
The first thing that readers should notice about this
document is that it is not called a content strategy template.
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This is purposeful. In my experience, nonprofit leaders,
staff, and volunteers have never heard the term content
strategy, but they have probably heard of social media. Social
media is also one of the fastest-moving, and shortest-lived,
forms of content an organization needs to develop. In my
experience, helping organizations focus on social media
often creates a natural workflow for other forms of content.
When thinking about what links to post to social media, for
instance, technical communicators can encourage nonprofit
personnel to consider where content lives in their organi-
zation. What happens when an event is being hosted by the
organization? Where is the event information currently
being advertised? Is it possible to develop a Google Calendar
or blog so that when new events arise, they also create the
opportunity for sharable content? Such questions can help
organizational personnel to think strategically regarding
what they can realistically do with available resources.
Readers will probably also notice that “audiences” is
not a distinct category within this template. This is also
purposeful. Although consideration of audience is key
to any form of effective communication, my experience
is that emerging technologies make it difficult for
nonprofit personnel to discern audiences. Is an audience
someone who follows you on Twitter, for instance? Or is
it a subscriber who receives an email newsletter? Rather
than speaking of audiences as discrete entities, then, I
encourage nonprofits to think of them as always connected
to a channel. In the Social Media Formula section of the
template, for instance, I include the following language:

As arule, you don’t want to make every post about
selling something, or asking for donations if you’re a
nonprofit. In fact, probably only about 10% of your
posts should be directly about selling. Remember: you're
building relationships, not trying to sell. Relationships
are the way to build towards new sales.

Here I am replacing the static notion of an audience
as someone you communicate with on a one-to-one
or one-to-many basis. Instead of audiences, I discuss
relationships and relationship-building. This tends to help
nonprofits think about concrete types of relationships they
might develop, including:
» connecting with like-minded people and organizations
on social media,
» linking to someone else’s content, and
» using keywords to help users find content they might be
interested in.

Focusing on relationships helps nonprofits to understand
that contemporary media are often interaction-based. They
are meant to encourage sharing, linking, and searching.
The relationships built around online content are what
draw in modern audiences. Users want to find what they are
looking for when they browse content online, whether via
social media, search engines, email newsletters, or directly
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on organizational websites. If organizations don’t know what
their audiences are looking for, and what they expect to find,
it is impossible for them to deliver appropriate content.

This is why the template is broken down into
manageable sections, including goals, a to-do list, and a
list of organizational accounts. I often find that nonprofits
struggle with discerning the components of an effective
content strategy. Nonprofit personnel often ask me
questions such as: Where does good content come from?
Who makes it? Who sends it? Such questions are best
answered in the most pragmatic means possible, typically
by directing personnel to various content sources, accounts,
and types of interaction. This is why I include a list of
suggested accounts in the template that organizations
might consider creating:

» open source content management systems (e.g.,
WordPress, Drupal, Joomla!),

» free social media accounts that can be used to represent
organizations (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn,
Google+), and

» free tools for identifying, sharing, and managing
content (e.g., Hootsuite, Keyword Eye, Flickr’s Creative
Commons).

Many clients over the years have been surprised to learn
how many resources for developing and sharing content
are currently available online for free. More importantly,
however, these components help organizations to focus less
on the nitty-gritty details of their content strategy and more
on big picture aspects including setting realistic goals,
building a weekly workflow for content management (to-do
lists), and networking with other organizations.

Finally, listing all this information in one place where
staff and volunteers have access can help solve the problem
of overturn. If the volunteer currently assigned to run
Twitter leaves the organization, there is a risk that the
account will go dead, but at least the organization won’t be
locked out of their own account, because all passwords are
included in the documentation. This documentation can
grow and change as the organization’s content needs grow
and change, which is why I make it available in a Google
Doc. Rather than delivering a print document to clients, I
set up an online forum to encourage them to update and
interact with the document as needed.

Take Aways: Strategy Matters

More Than Technology

Hopefully I've provided some simple tactics that technical
communicators can use to help nonprofits develop robust
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content strategies. I hope I've also communicated the
importance of putting strategy before technology. There are
a variety of free or low-cost technologies that nonprofits can
use to interact with their core audiences online. The real
test, however, is can the organization effectively make use of
these technologies to grow their Web presence. As I like to
tell my clients: technology is the least important part of their
Web presence. Strategy is the most important part.

Such a shift should encourage technical communicators
and their nonprofit clients to think carefully about adopting
expensive content management systems, paying developers
to build complex organizational websites, and adopting
other resource-draining solutions. I have encountered
scores of organizations who are terrified of digital media
because they have sunk thousands of dollars into emerging
technologies and have come away with nothing to show for
their investment. Many times, the best thing a technical
communicator can do for a nonprofit is to have a very frank
discussion with personnel regarding what the organization
has the capacity to maintain. The best plans in the world will
fall short if they outstrip organizational capacity.

This is why if technical communicators wish to build
consulting relationships with nonprofits, I highly suggest
a maintenance-based or hourly service, rather than a
deliverable, unless this deliverable comes with solid documen-
tation. Helping an organization curate content via a freely
available WordPress site is probably sustainable for both the
consultant and the client. Even better is creating documen-
tation that explains to clients how they can maintain the site
on their own, which leaves nonprofit personnel with peace-
of-mind, should the relationship decay. This is also important
if technical communicators want to volunteer some of their
services. Volunteering can easily become unsustainable if
there is no clear exit plan for the volunteer. Regardless of the
specific form work takes, however, technical communicators
who help nonprofits develop sound content strategies will
be contributing an essential service to organizations who
contribute essential services to others. H
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