
[music] 

Kristina: I am so excited to introduce you to our panel members who are going to be 
talking about under the hood, how to power your content project with process and 
structure. We have a Malaika Carpenter with Sacred Media Group, we have Clay Delk 
with Shopify, we have Tracy Playle of Pickle Jar Communications. These folks were 
supposed to teach workshops when we were all going to be together live. We are so 
grateful that we can be together virtually and that we can share their lovely personalities 
and expert insights with you today. Here we go to the panel. 

Tracy Playle: Hello, hey, good to see you. Well, we wish we could see you. We would 
be seeing you or we'd be looking at you, that'd be amazing. I'm imagining now that 
we've just seen your pictures; we can imagine that we're in your houses. How great is 
that, guys? We are going to spend the next 15 minutes or so talking about my favorite 
topic, content operations people, how we actually get people to do the things that we 
need them to do, how we motivate them, how we move them, how we get them through 
that process, through any kind of content project that we might be working on. 

My name is Tracy Playle. I am your moderator for this afternoon's panel. I'll be pitching 
in a little bit of my own experience [inaudible 00:01:41]. You could probably tell from 
the accent, I'm from the United Kingdom. I'm joined today by my colleagues from North 
Carolina and New Jersey as well. We get to come from all over the place together for 
you. 

I’m the CEO of Pickle Jar Communications. I also run Utterly Content, here in the UK. 
Any of you that are in the education sector might also know of ContentEd, which is also 
my baby, about applying content strategy to the education sector. [inaudible 00:02:13] 
practice. A lot of the people, staff that I bring as a coach, I also bring into my content 
strategy work as well. 

Now, I was supposed to run a workshop this year focusing on how to advance and 
improve your stakeholder engagement superpowers. We're going to talk a little bit about 
superpowers as we introduce ourselves then. For me as a content strategist, my 
superpower that I bring into the room from a content operations point of view, really like 
my curiosity and clarity. I just like having this laser vision that enables me to get to the 
point really quickly, to not be afraid to ask old questions, and to ask stupid questions as 
well. That's probably why I'm moderator today because I can ask the stupid questions. 

That's what I bring to the room really. It really, really serves me in the content operations 
perspective. I am going to hand over to Clay and Malaika and we're going to talk about 
their superpowers as well. Content Operations Avengers Crew, let's go to you. Clay, 
who is our senior staff content strategist at Shopify, why don’t you introduce yourself to 
us, Clay? 

Clay Delk: I’m Clay Delk. As you said, I'm at Shopify. I'm a senior staff content 
strategist, which means I split duties between— I have a small team that I work with that 
actually works on the Polaris Design System, which is our design system at Shopify. 
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Then also supporting the craft of content strategy across the company, and also still 
dabbling in product content work, which we'll get into. 

I was also supposed to be hosting a workshop today, and it was about product content 
throughout the process of developing from the beginning to the end of that process. It 
actually lines up pretty nicely with this talk, which is Malaika’s idea to see if we can show 
how all of these processes are similar and different throughout the process there. 

If I had to pick a superpower, probably one of the things that helps me a lot in my work 
is systems thinking. Thinking beyond any individual project or team or person and how 
all these things fit together into a larger ecosystem and how content flows through that. 

Tracy: Great. Captain System Thinking. Sounds like a great Avenger. We're going to 
add that one to the franchise. Malaika, my beautiful friend. You bring so much spark to 
these conversations. An abundance of superpowers, what would yours be? 

Malaika: Thank you so much. I'm really excited to be here with you, Tracy and Clay. 
Just a little bit about myself. I got into content strategy, just doing independent 
consulting. I have experience working with content marketing and website redesigns 
and product content strategy for companies that range the gamut, from tech to 
healthcare to civic and nonprofit organizations. Now I've taken on the challenge of doing 
content strategy within the federal government, just the start of this year. That's been a 
fun journey so far too. 

I would say, when I think back to what other folks who have worked with me say about 
me and the things that I really enjoy, I would say my superpower is bringing people 
together to understand what is their role, their unique like, spark, as you say, and 
contribution for getting content done on a project, but also to building a content strategy 
practice, which are two different things. 

I got into content strategy because I was brought in mostly to get projects. It's like, “Get 
this piece of content done.” You're typically the laborer. When you're building a content 
strategy practice, you become the architect and you're thinking about much broader 
things of, why are we creating this? Who are we really creating it for? How do we craft 
messages for them that speak to them, but how do we do that in this repeatable, 
sustainable process? 

That's what fascinates me and how we bring people along on the ride to get there is 
what I really enjoy. I also was supposed to do a workshop and that workshop was called 
people, plans, and process. It was all about how do we do that in this very step-by-step 
process that is repeatable, sustainable, for getting content done without the chaos? 
[unintelligible 00:06:56] [laughs] 

Tracy: Amazing. We've got our superpowers in the room this afternoon, we've got 
systems thinking, we've got connection, we've got curiosity. No, we don't get to be on 
the content op [inaudible 00:07:11] by rocking up and standing up today, we’ve all got 
some experience to bring here. I work with loads of education institutions, I work with 
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some [inaudible 00:07:22] really difficult stakeholders [unintelligible 00:07:27]. 
Actually, I will get that after being awkward. 

Lots and lots of experience of working like going into those organizations, a bit of 
experience working in-house, but developing those content strategies. A lot of my work 
kind of like [unintelligible 00:07:41]. Then designed to go through that process and 
[unintelligible 00:07:44] someone else. Let's just talk a little bit about some of our 
experiences and the types of projects that we've actually worked on. Maybe just reflect 
a little bit on the stuff that we're working on right now as well. Clay, [unintelligible 
00:07:58] I’ll go to you first. 

Clay: Sure. I touched on it a little bit in my intro, but some of the things I've been 
working on in addition to our design system is also, we've actually in response to all of 
the changes with COVID in the commerce industry, everybody's jumped onto different 
projects to help work on some high priority pieces. It's been a nice change for me to get 
back into product content and less of the administrative stuff that I've been doing. 

Here lately working with our products team, the people who actually work in the area of 
Shopify around products. It's been interesting working on product content related to 
physical products that people are selling, and how those things all fit together. Then 
also, maybe something a little more relevant to everyone else's, we also just recently 
updated our voice and tone guidelines for Shopify and updated those in the Polaris 
Design System. That was a pretty big project, for a couple of months, I was working on. 

Tracy: Cool. Malaika, what are you working on at the moment? 

Malaika: Typically, when I've been working, it's been working on an organization's web 
or product team. A lot of it has been around website redesigns or legacy system 
transition. Really helping them rethink how content is created or managed for like a 
decade-old website or web feature that's underperforming. Right now, like I said, I've 
been working with a web consultancy that helps federal government agencies to 
modernize their web systems as well as their tech practices. 

Typically, I've been working on a cross-functional team of content strategists, designers, 
developers, and product managers. Our projects range, it really depends on what those 
clients really need. Again, a lot of the work is really focused on updating a very old 
website or web system, or maybe even transforming something that's been managed in 
a very manual way with paper, like paperwork, to something that we're digitizing. That's 
been a lot of the projects that I've worked on. 

Tracy: And boy do they need that kind of support right now. I love the [unintelligible 
00:10:20] redesign here, we're really familiar with that. We're going to talk through 
different stages in the design and the content strategy and the implementation process 
in the discussion or this morning, wherever you are in the world. 

We're going to take three of the stages that we think are pivotal moments in this 
process. We're going to start by thinking about planning. We're going to move on to 
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think about exploration and then we'll move on to launch. Now, we're not for a second 
saying there aren't other phases in there. We think there are a lot more but these are 
ones that we think we can talk about in the time that we have allowed today. 

It's also worth just adding, I'm having questions fed to me from you guys. If you've got 
some questions that you want to chip in, as we go along, please do ask them and we 
will try and come to them as we go through the conversation rather than leaving them all 
to the end. 

Let's dive in and think about [unintelligible 00:11:24] to start with. Now, what we 
defined in the planning stage as being is, the moment in a project when we've got buy-in 
that the project is going to be going ahead. We know that we're all definitely moving in 
the same, well, in theory, the same direction. We think we're moving in the same 
direction at this point. 

What we're really looking at, at this stage is to find what the problem is, get into a 
consensus around what the vision actually is, thinking about who we need to involve, 
thinking about where we are, thinking about what we actually need in place to make 
sure that we move our projects forward. 

Working from that assumption that we actually have stakeholder buy-in already to 
progress and to go on, we can start really from the very next stage. How do we even 
just take off? 

Malaika, I'm going to come to you first on this one. Where do you start when you're 
kicking off a new project? 

Malaika: I start with alignment. We've already got the buy-in. There's probably already 
been some preliminary [inaudible 00:12:27] to solve. There has been a little bit of 
investigation of it and I really just start with alignment in terms of what are we really 
creating and why. We transform those objectives and goals into what we're really 
creating and I usually do that by making a vision statement that is established. I think it's 
important to do because this is the first time you're going to get to hear stakeholders 
talking about the project and they're working together to make sure they're using the 
same language when they're talking that we're creating or [inaudible 00:13:08] what 
we're creating. 

Typically, what I do is I'll run a group exercise where I have all the key stakeholders 
involved and this includes leadership. If there's leaders that have some decision making 
powers on this project, they— and when I say decision making, I mean these are the 
people that hold the budget. These are the folks that are like, “Oh, we'll scope this down 
because we don't want to spend that,” or you have to advocate too and say, “Hey, we 
need to bring these resources or people too.” You want to have them in the room when 
you're doing this vision statement/creation exercise. We work together to co-create a 
statement that really just does this: We are creating this type of content for these 
audiences in order to establish these goals. 
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For me, it's the perfect time to start hearing both similar and differing opinions about 
what we're creating. It's also a great time to identify those dissenters in the room, the 
people who are like, why are we doing this? Haven't we done this before or I have? 
Especially because again, I've worked on those projects where it's decades old. We put 
this off for a long time. You've had people in the organization who's like, “I have a stack 
of ideas that no one has listened to, but now you want to bring in some outside 
consultant to tell us what to do.” It's also a good time to find who might be those 
dissenters. Then also make everyone in the room feel like they have a stake in the 
project that we're doing. That's what I really do. Just make sure there's alignment and 
that we're co-creating a vision statement or a content strategy statement that will guide 
the rest of the project. 

Tracy: I love the simplicity of your statement. Just keeping it really, really tight and of 
course that's probably one of the hardest things to actually get any kind of consensus 
on something that is so tight. I sometimes [inaudible 00:15:04] format for that. As 
research as a university, we need policymakers to listen to our research so that we can 
continue to get funded. I find even those four months that normally we leave until later 
on in a project can actually be really useful in that onboarding stage. 

Also, we're going to hear, not just who are the centers but we're going to hear what 
makes them tick? Are they money people? Are they storytelling people? How are we 
going to gather all that information about [inaudible 00:15:37] as part of armor for 
motivating them and getting them on board? Clay, where do you start when you're 
kicking off the project? 

Clay: It's funny how similar those stages are for the different types of work. For us, it's 
actually very similar in that way of defining the goals for, let's say, working on a new 
feature in this piece of software that you work on. For Shopify, for building something 
new in the products area for example. The first thing is to figure out what are the goals 
of the thing we're actually going to build, and one of those ways that we can do that is 
with a similar story, is we're building X thing for this type of user to accomplish this type 
of goal. It's very similar to what you were saying for a website. Then really, for us, that's 
figuring out what the core capabilities are, what we want them to actually do. How it fits 
into the area that we're already working in, because usually, you're not building 
something totally from scratch. Where does it fit into the existing flow or the existing 
screen, even? And then what are the core requirements and technical requirements for 
that? What can we actually get done in a certain amount of time; what's feasible with the 
code that we have versus building something new? 

It's very much a similar process of bringing together the stakeholders, all the people 
who have to build the thing and test the thing and design the thing, and then the product 
owners or the leads in those areas to make sure that we're all in agreement on what it is 
we're going to do and how long it's going to take for us to get there. 

Tracy: I'm really curious for you guys. What are the things that you just would never 
skip at this stage? The absolute, the must-have activities that you're not going to move 
forward at all until you've done these things and you're going to stay quite firm to those? 
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Let's go to Malaika first. What are the things that you wouldn't move forward without 
having done in the planning stage? 

Malaika: Yes, absolutely. Definitely again, that aligning exercise, that content strategy 
statement exercise. Making sure that that statement is done, making sure that after 
we've gone through the exercise coming back to say, “This is what it is, do we all agree 
to it?” Then making sure that it gets revisited. That to me is really important because 
that is a statement that carries us through the entire project. That is the statement that 
we refer back to when we say, “Well, why don't we do this or try this?” We're like, “Well, 
does that align to our strategy statement?” 

That is paramount, very, very important. I would also say the next thing is really doing a 
little bit more investigation. A lot of that, for me, is just an inventory of what content 
exists and understanding how is it currently being created? How is it being managed as 
really important? Who is involved in that process? And just making sure that the team is 
operating from this place of reality. 

If you are actually working on producing the content and you manage it every day, you 
know what that reality is. There's a lot of other folks that you're going to end up working 
with, whether it's designers or developers or even your executive leadership that does 
not have a purview into what that actually looks like. They may be coming up with ideas 
for what we can do next or how we can improve the thing that we're working on that 
actually could be adding more burden [chuckles] to the content operations or they might 
discover like, “Oh, we're not really necessarily staffed for that,” or “maybe we have 
content that exists and that was created for some completely different purpose, that we 
could repurpose into the thing that we're creating.” 

Having that inventory of what actually exists is so important, as well as auditing how 
does it get done? I think all of that allows people to know what's really happening in their 
organization but it also helps in that next phase of coming up with solutions that can 
solve what our user needs. I also think too there's probably two other things I would do 
here as well as check in to see what user research still may need to get done and start 
advocating really early for a budget for that. I think user research and testing often gets 
cut out because we want to rush to get ideas down and prototyping them. I think making 
sure that we're validating them, creating times where we're validating those 
assumptions are really important. 

Then lastly, I would also say in the planning stage is, that's a great time to have a very 
preliminary discussion around metrics. For me, typically, I'm calling those key 
performance indicators, so the KPIs, and making sure that those are tied back to the 
organizational business goals, as well. Because that really, to me, helps contextualize 
why content work is important, especially to executive leadership that may not know, 
may have bought into doing this project, but may not have bought into content strategy 
as a practice yet. 
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I think once you establish those KPIs, and you tie them back to organizational goals, 
you really do help people who are new to UX and design work understand why the work 
we're doing really, really is important and why it has some return on their investment. 

Tracy: [inaudible 00:21:06] we've actually had a question from Lynn coming already 
that's about, what do we do if there are stakeholders in the room that just don't get 
content strategy? They don't even know what it is, and we've got a job to do. We need 
to get to goals, we need to get to user insights, but we maybe have to spend a little bit 
of time with them just getting them to understand that. I personally find that user story 
format really helps [unintelligible 00:21:33] with them. Tell the user story that is 
[inaudible 00:21:37] their user story, and then explain content strategy in a way that 
actually aligns to their interest. Malaika, let's just come back to you for a second, how do 
you do that in the room? Then we'll come to you Clay around your core activities. 

Malaika: Yes, absolutely. I'll give you an example. I had worked with the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art on their website redesign, and I worked with their web team to do it. Now 
the folks on the web team, the designer and the developers, in their previous jobs were 
very well familiar with design thinking, UX, and design, but the rest of the organization 
was not. So, we worked with a cross-functional team. It included our web team, folks 
from the curatorial departments, folks from marketing as well folks from visitor 
management, so you had a variety of different folks in the room having a say as to what 
needs to improve with the site. 

The way they worked was fairly siloed, so this was the first project where we had some 
real collaboration. We also had to give a lot of education as to why we were taking on 
this project using a design thinking system, which no one was familiar with. Now you 
add into that content strategy, and there's an outside content strategist here to work on 
it like, “What's going on?” The one thing that we did was make sure that even in your 
materials, even in your presentation, what are the things, what are the images or 
resources that you can constantly show? 

One thing that we constantly showed to frame the work that we were doing was, we had 
this design thinking wheel that basically said, "Here's the process that we're on." Then 
wherever we were in that stage of the project, we would highlight that. Right now we're 
in discovery, and we're doing these activities in discovery. Right now we're in 
exploration, and we're doing these activities in exploration. We would always have that 
as a framing slide, and then we would get into the actual activities that we're doing. 
Then don't hesitate to contextualize, "We did this thing, but here's why we did it." 
Because you have to provide that education, that brings it. 

The other thing that that team did was they had these, I think monthly it was, they'd 
have these monthly website Wednesdays, so that was a time where an organization 
can come together and have a town hall that talks a little bit more deeper about the 
work that we're doing and the process of getting there. That was another exercise that 
they did as well. I would say definitely be educating as you're doing. That means 
sometimes slowing down and not making the assumption that because you're saying 
terms like content audit, inventory, strategy, and information architecture, or even using 
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acronyms like "IA" will mean anything to anybody in the room besides the people who 
are actually doing that work. 

Slowing down enough to really contextualize the work that you're doing and helping 
people to understand why it's important. 

Tracy: Clay, you have this real air of calmness. [unintelligible 00:24:55] and I just have 
[unintelligible 00:24:56] just must love having you in the [unintelligible 00:24:58] You 
probably have a really good way of really getting them on board. How do you deal with 
that problem of "They don't get it"? Then at the same time as you're dealing with that 
problem, what are the things that for you, you absolutely have to be doing on this 
planning stage? Non-negotiable, have to do [inaudible 00:25:15]  

Clay: Yes, I think those things are related in that case. I'll say, I feel like I'm just going to 
keep repeating all of Malaika’s answers for these things because it's so much of a 
similar answer here. I think one of the things that we start with, or I always try to start 
with is, I'll call it an audit to begin with, and the basic part of that might be an audit, 
which is looking at what we already have. How are we talking about this thing? What 
terminology, what concepts are we already using for this area? Then also looking at 
competitors and how they treat it, but more importantly for us is probably often how this 
happens in a brick and mortar business. 

If we're trying to help people do these new capabilities or these new actions, or things 
that they're doing like shipping, for example, there's been a shipping industry around for 
thousands of years, so these concepts of shipping are out there, it doesn't necessarily 
matter how people talk about it online because the merchants are actually doing this in 
real life, so we need to understand that. 

It starts off as an audit, but it really is a lot of user research, and I think we partner very 
closely with the researchers on our team during this planning time to really understand 
the core concepts of what we're doing. I think that actually also helps us with building up 
support from stakeholders because as we can start to point to these things and show 
people, how either the industry is doing it, or how we're currently doing this thing or not 
doing this thing, it helps to be able to wrap that up into the language. 

An interesting one I think for us is around terminology, nomenclature for things, and 
even probably more importantly, at this stage, what are we calling the project? Because 
everybody goes in these meetings saying, "Oh, we're just going to call it this. It's fine. 
It's this, but we'll figure out the language for what we'll call this thing later." As you know, 
those things just get cemented as you use them more and more, so really trying to nail 
down and choose the right words at the beginning, even if it's just for the project name. 
It helps to help keep things moving along and to be able to point out those times where 
it's unclear. 

Sometimes if I do need to convince a stakeholder or somebody who really doesn't seem 
to be valuing content strategy, you can get everybody in the room to define the word 
that we're using. I guarantee you we're not all defining it in the same way, and that's a 
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pretty quick way to show the power of what we're trying to do and being intentional 
about the language. 

Then the last thing I'll say also is, again, metrics as well is an important one for us. We 
work really closely with the rest of the team, with product managers, research, and 
whoever to say, "What is the thing we actually are trying to measure at the end of this? 
How are we going to know we actually succeeded in building the thing that we're going 
to build? People are using the thing we built." Because that's a pretty baseline metric of 
engagement, but more importantly, "Are they succeeding at the thing that we built this to 
help them do?" is more important to me. 

If they only use it for a few seconds, but it helps them actually do their job, that's way 
better than they come back and use it every day because in an enterprise or 
productivity app, coming back and using it all the time is not necessarily a good thing. 

Tracy: It's music to my ears having the conversation around metrics in the first 
conversation that we have, in the room with these people, and just allowing the space 
for that. It also just gets them away from an obsession that some stakeholders seem to 
have around features and functionality. Also your point about what you call the project 
can also get them away from that conversation. 

One of my frustrations is when it gets called "The Web Project." My work as a content 
strategist sometimes isn't actually [unintelligible 00:29:00] purely content. It might be 
to channel with a content strategy that we're developing. The moment you call it a web 
content project, you get people rock up in the room and suddenly they want to talk to 
you about search functionality, instead of big goals and objectives and what we're 
actually trying to achieve. 

I want to pull in one more question from our viewers, our colleagues out there watching 
us, before we do move on to think about exploration. It's a quick question. It's a really 
great question, actually. This comes back to the point about vision statements, but also 
just about getting that agreement on the patient. This comes from Annalisa. Annalisa's 
question is that, when we're actually defining our vision statements and defining it, how 
many goals and how many audiences are too many? I do realize that [inaudible 
00:29:53] spend the next hour just answering that question, so let's just take 15 
seconds each. Clay, let’s go to you first on this one. 

Clay: Honestly, give the total cop-out answer of it depends on what the thing is. I think it 
helps to have a very clear primary user in our case, who is it that we're building this for? 
Because I think one of the challenges we have is we're building things for somebody 
who is running their full business out of their garage all the way up to someone is doing 
one piece of this work at a giant multinational corporation. It's very hard for us to build 
something for everyone. 

I think being very clear in picking one or two core users that we absolutely have to make 
this thing work for and then from there trying to make it as good as it can be for the rest 
is probably the best approach we can take. 
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Tracy: I think “it depends” is the only answer that a content strategist actually, really, 
needs to know [inaudible 00:30:52] delivering that answer don’t we? 

Clay: Yes. 

Tracy: Malaika, it depends, same for you? 

Malaika: I do agree with that. I'll also say too, like tying it back to business goals, right? 
One thing that I like to do, and this is especially important again, we've been talking 
about those folks who just don't get content strategy yet and why budget and money 
should be placed there or why practice should be built around it. One thing I like to do is 
make sure that the work we're doing gets tied back to those business goals. For 
example, on the project with the Philadelphia Museum of Art, we had worked with their 
audience. They had an audience engagement manager that worked there and they also 
had a marketing director that worked there. 

When we were defining audience, they had done some work around some personas 
and things. I also was curious about, who are folks where you're getting ticket sales 
from, or event sales or memberships, who are you targeting to build memberships with 
and really defining those primary audiences like Clay had mentioned, I think it's 
important. You need at least one primary audience. This helps you one, not only tie 
back to a business goal, but more importantly, it helps you with user testing. Because 
you can't— and it also gets you away from the thing. 

I think everyone has heard this in our career is like, “Oh, this site is for everybody.” 
You’re like, “What?” It's not for everyone. It gets us away from thinking it's for everyone. 
It ties us back to our, our business goals. Then it also helps us easily identify someone 
from a user testing perspective. Having at least one primary one is great, but also with 
the museum for a statement that we created more specifically when we were working 
on their— the collections part of their website, so where they're presenting their various 
different art that they had in the museum. 

The one thing that we did: We had no more than two specific audiences that we were 
focusing on because we had discovered in our research, there's this more generalist 
visitor. Then there's this more specific, scholarly researcher, and we needed to target 
both of them in that case, we had two. 

Then in terms of our goals, we tried to see, well, what goals are shared between each of 
them, really? Then we didn't have any more than three. Our statement was, “We are 
looking to create this type of content for these two audiences that achieve these three 
goals that we found through our user research, each of them have...” We were able to 
not only come up with that vision statement together, but we were also validating the 
statement with user research that we had as well. 

Tracy: Yes. I don't have many rules in my discovery sessions, but I banned the use of 
the word “general public.” That to me, makes we want to keep people out of the room, 
[unintelligible 00:33:54] can tell them everything about ourselves, not useful at all.  

10



Okay. For the sake of time, I'm going to move us along or we could just talk about the 
planning stage for the entirety of the session. We're going to move on to think about the 
exploration phase now and think about what that means. As we do this, I'm going to pull 
in a few more of our questions from the audience as well. Jonathan has been asking 
how you approach it when it feels like everyone in that planning stage is completely 
aligned with that vision statement that you've got, and then suddenly they’re not. 

I think this plays a little bit into the first question that we'll consider, we're thinking about 
exploration, and that's, like, how do you move from that overarching vision statement 
where we can get everyone potentially on board with this consensus, to actually carry in 
that through to a tactical content plan without actually losing sight of that vision 
statement that we've agreed on from the start?  

Let's go to Malaika. Let’s go to you first with that. How do you actually move from vision 
statement to tactical plan without losing people and without them actually changing the 
vision statement as we go through? 

Malaika: Yes, absolutely. This is where we start getting into those conversations where 
we're beginning to map out what does content look like? When I say that I'm saying the 
types of content that users should see and interact with and then getting into what 
should it sound like? Some of those voice and tone conversations, making sure that 
we're capturing what value it should deliver, how should it make users feel? Connecting 
our solution back to those user needs so that we can later test on those needs. I find 
that having those conversations where we start getting into the nitty-gritty of what it 
should look, sound, and feel like allows us to get to this baseline scope on really what 
we should be working on and prioritizing. 

Then being able to frame that back to the user research that we've done. Being able to 
preliminarily scope what aspects of this that we should test. I think it allows us to move 
on to other things like content mapping or even the foundations of our style guide or 
having those conversations about information architecture of how things should be 
organized when we move that vision statement into this other exercise of like, “Okay, 
cool. We need informative and educational content for scholarly researchers so that 
they can teach better about the art that we provide.” 

Now we take that and we say, "Okay, well, what would that look like? What would that 
sound like? What would we offer? What will we not offer?" Having all of that 
conceptualizing and visualizing what that statement looks like in real life is the very next 
thing that I would do. Then from there, once we have that, starting to bring those down 
into some tangible tasks that we can do. That's where it's really helpful to have your 
designers and your developers in there to provide some examples of things that could 
get done or they’ve seen done on other sites that possibly we could do. 

Tracy: Great. Clay, how about you? What are you doing at this stage? The beginning of 
the exploration stage and how are you making sure that we stay true to that 
[unintelligible 00:37:38] to move us forward into tactics? 
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Clay: I think at this point it really is moving from that scope and that original vision or 
deliverable that we talked about into the actual workflows of what that process looks like 
for someone to do that. I think it's easy for us to say, “Okay, we need to build a thing that 
does X,” but then mapping out how a user actually gets through those different stages 
to make that happen and where they're likely to start and where they're likely to finish or 
what they want to do after that. 

It's interesting to me, thinking about long-term in this exploration phase, that we'll start 
off a lot of times with boxes and arrows or circles and diamonds and arrows and all 
these little workflows that you map out. 

Pretty quickly that starts to turn into mocks of what each of those stages look like. Then 
pretty quickly that starts to turn into a clickable prototype of what those stages look like. 
Then pretty soon that's the thing you're coding and building. You're being very 
intentional about each of those steps and making sure we're thinking through all of the 
pieces and we don't jump to that solution too quickly. And that we really are thinking 
about— I think something that we will move to this point is something I've called like a 
job story, which is not necessarily the high level, this thing needs to do this, but what 
does a flow look like for a different type of user, somebody who has lots of products or 
somebody who has one product or somebody who's doing it on mobile versus doing it 
on web. Can we account for all of those different paths to get from A to B? 

That helps us identify all of the things we have to design and all of the content we have 
to recognize and edge cases and all of those pieces. I think that's a big part for us to 
build on that process. I think to talk about the stakeholders and people maybe who were 
on board, being less on board, a big part of this for us is just really exploring all the 
possibilities diverging and converging and back and forth. 

The designers and researchers and content strategists, we all have our own little areas 
to play in and keep exploring different approaches and coming back together and 
seeing what we agree with or don't, and that helps us figure out what the best path is. 
Usually, those discussions of choosing the best path helps keep everybody aligned by 
the end. 

Tracy: Clay, you mentioned that one of the things that you started to do at this stage 
really is to start to introduce prototyping. Malaika, you mentioned that we're starting to 
develop the ideas of the things that we're actually going to create. We're getting the 
sense of content blocks that we might need. Where and how will we actually bring 
content itself in at this stage? What are the content activities that we're actually bringing 
in right now? Clay, let's stay with you for a second because you are into that prototyping 
phase in your head there, so let’s go with that. 

Clay: I think it starts very low fidelity, I think, in terms of just mapping out the flows and 
in what might happen at each of those stages and what kinds of terms we might be 
using or how we talk about it. I think for us a lot of times that starts in a Google Doc, 
obviously, of just let's map out all the ways that we can talk about this thing. We try to 
keep it that way essentially just because it's the easiest place for people to discuss the 
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content if we really want them to focus on the words, doing it in there, and having 
discussions around that. 

I think as quickly as possible we want the content in those designs where the designers 
are exploring also because you can't keep those things separate, it just doesn't work. 
We're not just going to fill in the right words in the thing at the end because the 
experience and the content are so closely connected and so intertwined with each other 
that ideally, we're working on the content deliverables in the designs the whole time. 
That keeps the focus on the words in the right context. 

The other ways that we might do various explorations for that, so for me, if we're 
mapping out a flow that we like I'll take it into a separate page and start to play around 
with the content on my own and maybe have three or four different versions of it using 
different types of words or different ways of talking about it just to show how even the 
thing that looks like the same experience might be drastically different depending on 
how we talk about it. 

Tracy: Fantastic. Malaika, I know content modeling has been quite an important part of 
the exploration phase in developing that. It plays quite nicely to one of the questions 
that Laura has asked us. Laura's curious about, when it comes to the process and the 
structures that we're using, how we strike that balance between having a really robust 
and consistent approach to doing things versus a really flexible and agile approach to 
doing things. For me, content modeling is one of the things where that becomes really 
challenging because we're constantly in this phase of trying to get it right, trying to nail 
something down, but also constantly having to look back and reinvent itself. I know this 
is something that you see as being quite critical to this phase. 

Can you talk just a little bit more about the role that things like content modeling for you 
plays in some of the activities that you would be doing in this exploration phase? 

Malaika: Yes, absolutely. Especially when we're getting to talking about prototyping, 
there are a few critical tasks that are happening. There is the set that I call more so 
structural. Those are the things about how is information organized, how is it 
categorized, how is it labeled? That's where content modeling would fit in for me. Then 
there's another set of tasks that are more focused on content development and 
management. That's where a lot of the more editorial and some of the governance 
conversations will be happening. I'm happy to explain how I think about what are my 
structural tasks compared to the more content development and management tasks. 
Since we were talking about content modeling, I'm going to start with those structural 
tasks. 

When I think about content modeling, this is where I'm identifying the more key parts 
and components that may make up a piece of content. Here, this is where you really 
want to identify what is this, what type of information is going to be there, like is it 
primarily text-based, is it numerical, is it a balance of explaining something graphically 
compared to text or having a little bit of both, how does it function, how does it fit 
together with other parts or components on the site? We thought that piece of content 
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would be on the homepage. What are all those elements that need to exist on the 
homepage? 

You may have folks that say, "We need the slideshow slider up at the top. We also need 
this other area that talks about newsflashes, and we might need something else." 
There's all these different components and pieces. That's really to me what the content 
modeling and mapping is. 

One thing that you can do to make sure that there's some consistency between that and 
maybe any other pages that you're creating is going back to that content strategy 
statement to make sure that, "If we're making these decisions about these components 
being there, does it help us best meet our goal for this? Is the most informative way to 
reach this particular group to achieve this goal, or are there other pieces or components 
that we can put there?" 

That's where the flexibility comes from. I think the consistency needs to be in how we go 
about thinking about the problems we're trying to solve. The flexibility comes when we 
start to brainstorm and realize that, especially in prototyping and mocking up the 
designs, everything can move and change, and the fact that you also can have multiple 
different versions. 

Usually during this phase, even with content modeling, I'm not working alone; I'm 
working side-by-side with my designer. Once we come up with an idea of what those 
models should be I will create a list. Sometimes it lives in Excel, now I'm into Airtable. If 
you haven't heard about Airtable, it's great, it's just a way more sexier Excel sheet 
[laughs] that lets you do a lot of different things. I'll also break down that and I'll say, 
"Here's the homepage. It has a slideshow that has up to five slides. It has this, this, and 
that," and I'll give that to a developer. 

When I've worked with developers they're like, "This is great, I know exactly what we 
need to build." In some cases, they have feedback for you about how you could build 
this better. With my designer, it's helpful because they'll say stuff like, "You know what? 
We should probably create— Here's my A version and here's my B version.” That's 
where that flexibility can come because any of those things within the model can take 
different shape and change over time. 

Some other structural things that I'm doing is also journey maps. Like in Clay's instance, 
he talks about them as user stories. It defines how the feature will be created and how 
someone will move through a feature. I've typically used journey maps to just primarily 
talk about or think through, how does a user move through this site? How do they find 
information, how do they get things done? It helps to just identify those entry points, 
those potential links that we could be creating, and just how are we going about 
communicating moving them through the site. That's something else that I'll do. 

I think the last structural thing I do is card sorts. This is where we go back to language 
again—how do we label things, how do we organize things navigationally? Card sorts 
have been a very useful exercise to see, one, how your intended audiences may group 
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things, but how your organization may group things. Then finding where there's some 
similarity or some disconnect and making some determination about where we'll go 
forward in terms of what we call things and how we'll organize them. 

That's a little bit about that. Then I'll just wrap it up quickly to just speak to some of those 
content development and management things that I'll do. I think in prototyping, do your 
best as a content strategist. Fight, fight, fight to write real content for your mock designs, 
even if it's just a couple small sentences—not the full page, but get real content in there 
so that people can see exactly what it should look like, exactly what the experience 
should be. Also put on there preview, preview, preview because some people get really 
caught up in the language, but really what you're trying to do is illustrate or recreate how 
people would move through this site with the types of content that you would put on it. 

Then finally in your process of getting the real content there, take some time to map out 
your workflow for how you got there, like who was involved in helping you to create that 
content? What questions came up from them? Where would they be creating this if we 
were creating content for the real site? Begin to map those out so you can identify if 
there's any other people or resources that you're going to need when this site becomes 
live, because you're going to have to launch it and then you're going to have to have 
those conversations of who sustains this. 

Finally, test it, fight to have user testing. It's so important. 

Tracy: I find that that engagement would work. Designers and developers can be—we 
spoke about our superpowers at the beginning, they're my kryptonite. Though 
sometimes it just makes me want to lose the will to live. I have too many projects where 
people have said, "In the box, Tracy. Fill the box," that kind of thing. My pet favorite that 
was, "We've launched our website, now we need a content strategy." I still get inquiries 
like this for that kind of work in 2020. It's insane. 

Talking of launching websites and launching products, and getting stuff out there, let's 
move on lastly to talk about the launch phase now of making this all happen. Clay, I'm 
going to turn to you first with this. For you, what are the core things, particularly related 
to thinking about content activities that you think we absolutely must be doing during the 
launch phase? 

Clay: Yes, I think for us for launch, I'll wrap what we call a polish phase into this too. Not 
just getting the thing out, but the final things before you're ready to release it. I think a 
big part of that for us is obviously just going through every single nuance of that design 
or that tool to make sure that the content is right and the design is right, and 
everything's working as it is. That might be in a prototype. Ideally, at this point, it's 
probably the thing that we've already coded and have behind a flag where you can test 
it out in the real world, but it's still only an internal test. And so really going through and 
making sure that we've caught all the places that this thing works or doesn't work. 
We've identified all the potential errors or problems and have messaging to help resolve 
those things, or ideally, fix it so people don't run into those errors. A big part of it is really 
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just making sure we've actually finished all the things that we said we were going to 
finish for this, and that it does work, and you don't have any dead ends. 

Then I think the other big part of that is once, ideally, we move into testing, watching, 
sitting down with the researchers and participating in those research sessions, and 
seeing how people use it. Is it working? Is it understandable? Are they actually getting 
the things that we want them to get out of it? Then being very honest with ourselves on 
whether this thing is ready to go or not, and not being afraid to push back if we think that 
it needs to be improved before it's ready. Then once the thing launches, assuming that 
maybe we launch it to a small percentage of people to make sure it works, then really 
keeping an eye on those numbers and those metrics that we said we were going to 
keep an eye on, and making sure, again, that it actually does the thing that it's 
supposed to do. 

Then actually one other piece that I think a lot of people neglect to talk about or forget 
until the last minute is ideally throughout this process, but especially towards the end, 
making sure that we are working with our comms team, our support team, our education 
team, all the people that are actually going to be talking to your users who are using this 
thing, and that we have all the other materials ready that aren't just inside the product 
itself. 

Tracy: You mentioned there about being willing to push back on things, and sometimes 
the scope of what we actually might launch, that might change as well, at this point. 
Malaika, I’ll come to you for a second, how do you decide what would be included in the 
scope of what you do due to launch or not? 

Malaika: Yeah, absolutely. I've always been that person that gets thrown into the project 
that needs to launch in 60 days or less. They're like, it's all over the place, and they 
think it needs to be exactly as they envisioned. That's what needs to go day one. For 
me, the barometer has been, what do we need to include that makes it function properly 
and that we want to test? We can't test all of our assumptions, right? Especially, if we're 
trying to launch something in a very short time period. One exercise that I did, especially 
when I had just started working, I'm going to go back to the example of working with the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art. One thing that I did with their web team to structure and 
make some decisions about what we launched with is this exercise where it was, “must 
have, should have, could have, won't have.” 

That “must have” were all those mandatory element features, content items that you 
cannot launch without. These are typically the things where you really want to test your 
assumptions around your goals and the objectives for why you're doing this in the first 
place. Then your “should have” are more like those elements or features that may not 
be vital to launch, but they have some significant value, and so where can you put some 
of them in but where can you hold off to bring them in later. Then “could have,” these 
are the nice to have things, but they would have a really, really minimal impact if they 
were left out. Then finally, the “won't have,” they're just not a priority right now. They 
offer very minimal value to the thing that we're trying to launch and you can always 
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revisit them at a later time. That’s been a barometer for me to help folks assess what is 
our scope for launch. 

Tracy: We're almost out of time now. It's amazing how quickly we can't feel time talking 
about a subject, isn't it? We’ve spent the entire hour just on one of these phases. I just 
want to wrap up just by jumping back to the question that we started with, and that was, 
what are the superpowers that you bring into the room? I'm really curious, just in 20 
seconds each, what superpowers do you think you need on an effective, high-
performing content team and to make the content operations process actually work? We 
know what you bring, what else do you have with you? Let's go to Malaika, let's go to 
you first. 

Malaika: [laughs] I'll go first. I would say organization. I think more of us have to work 
very, very quickly on things whereas to— In order for content strategy to show its value, 
we need to see the thing, right? There's all these steps that need to happen from a 
perspective that's very back-end and not front. I think having that organization of 
knowing what is it to make a single piece of content from the beginning and visually 
sharing what that process looks like with our leadership, and to show that thinking about 
this as a practice is so important. The organization around our work can help to create 
some level of standardization that lets people know its value. 

Tracy: Fabulous. Clay, the one superpower that you would absolutely bring to your 
team? 

Clay: I think I'll have to go facilitation. I think there's a very common situation where the 
content strategist, and maybe it's because we start off talking about terminology or 
whatever it is, but even moving aside from just the content, a lot of times I feel like the 
content strategists are really good at helping move the team along and come to those 
agreements and facilitating those discussions and those conversations or critiques, or 
whatever it is that you're going through. Having somebody who's really good at that no 
matter what position they're in, I think is always super helpful. I know that's probably 
closer to your heart as a coach, but I think that's a huge skill that all content strategists 
should have. 

Tracy: Yes. Mine would be joy and humor, and just bringing those skills to the room. On 
that note, this has been such a joy, such a pleasure. Thank you both for your insights. 
On the note of joy and humor, who better to hand back over to than our amazing, 
Kristina? Thanks, guys. 

[00:57:01] [END OF AUDIO]
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