
[music] 

Interviewer: Extraordinarily special guest. Her name is Sarah Richards, and she is the 
author of a very important book that we're going to talk about called Content Design. 
She is with us live from the UK. Sarah, are you there? 

Sarah: Hello, how are you doing? 

Interviewer: Hello, I'm great. How are you? 

Sarah: I'm good. Thank you. I'm good. 

Interviewer: Good. Excellent. I would like to say briefly that I've got somebody in my 
ear talking at me and I can hear you and can't hear Sarah. Sarah, are you there again? 

Sarah: Yes, I can hear you. I can hear the other person too, but I can hear you. 

Interviewer: I know. It's too loud. There's too many people. Hey, tell me what you're 
doing. How did the pandemic treat you? 

Sarah: It's actually not bad, I want to say. Do you know I mean? I've seen it this 
morning. At least I don't run a restaurant or something like that. I feel almost— 

Interviewer: Every day. 

Sarah: I don't have the right to just go, what is going on because I work in digital and I 
should just— 

Interviewer: I don't agree with that. I have actually had lots and lots of conversations 
about this. I think it's super important for us all to remember that during this time, we are 
all grieving something. What we have is worldwide grief and whether it is something 
huge and traumatic, or even something smaller, I can't swing by my favorite restaurant 
anymore. That's so grief. We have lost our way of life, temporarily, hopefully, but yes 
we've all got a right, we've got a right to our pain. That's how we're going to kick off this 
conversation is talking about pain and suffering. It is content strategy after all. [laugh] 
I'm right on topic. Hey, guess what else is happening in this live broadcast right now? 
My earpiece is going out. 

[laughter] 

It's true. I just got a low battery. Let's see, [unintelligible 00:02:26] who is in my house, 
I wonder if you could bring me another set of headphones. It's a real pleasure. Sarah, 
everybody can hear you. I would like to hear you talk about from a content perspective, 
in terms of [inaudible 00:02:42] in your career, what's going on with you? What's 
getting you up in the morning? What are you excited about? 

Sarah: We're lucky. We're working with a couple of governments around the world right 
now. I say it's lucky, it doesn't sound it, but actually understanding the thick of it and 
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understanding both sides because I don't know about you but we have a press briefing 
every night with our politicians. Four minutes in and I'm screaming at the television, 
"Just get to the point. Stop waffling, dude, what's wrong with you?" [chuckles] At one 
point, I'm not even kidding, I was going to get the transcript and just edit out all the 
waffle. I reckon it will come down to about 12 seconds or whatever, like 15. I'm really 
sorry that person is— 

Interviewer: I know, I think that might be Tina, in our ear, Tina. I think it's you in our ear. 
I think you're on. I was told channel six is my channel. I was just told it was my special 
channel. Yes, great. No, that's not going to work. Sarah, can you tap to answer 
something for a second? My headphones are on the table over here in the [crosstalk] 
room. Can you wave with jazz hands? You do that? [crosstalk] I would invite my dog 
over to kill some time. I don't know. Oh, look, it's my Bluetooth headphones and I 
guarantee that these are— friends at home. We got through how many hours of this 
broadcast without things getting all screwed up? Hold on just a second. 

Sarah: As soon as you come to the UK, but just while we're doing this, Tina, I can hear 
you. I can still hear you. 

Interviewer: All right, guess what? Good news. This battery's at 70%. 

Sarah: There you go. 

Interviewer: Oh my Lord, friends, neighbors, countrymen. Sarah, can you hear me? 

Sarah: Yes, I can hear you. 

Interviewer: Can you hear me? 

Sarah: Yes. 

Interviewer: Can we cut to the DJ? [laughs] Wait, it's coming. Sarah— 

Sarah: There you go. 

Interviewer: It's fantastic. Remember what I said at the club that really anything could 
happen? Anything did just happen. Somebody put on the post mortem backup pair of 
headphones for Kristina. You were talking about being able to get to the point. I know 
that you've got a real special love-hate, hate-love relationship with the content that's 
coming out of the government. Do you want to talk a little bit about that? Because they 
think that it was really your work with Gov.uk that helped lay the foundation for this 
approach, working with content and content strategy that you call content design. 

Sarah: Yes, so, we're very political as a family. It's just in our DNA, and we're always 
talking about it. I've just been part of that world for a very long time. Being on both sides 
of it, it's really discombobulating because I look at what is coming out on TV and I'm like, 
"Okay, that's not what we talked about three hours ago." [laughs] Not what they're 
saying because I have nothing to do with that, but like the policy and how we're going to 
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present it. This is my entire career. It's not just now, it's my entire career around 
government. There is just this disconnect. In terms of a content strategy perspective, 
you know the disconnect you have, your content bit, and they're great and they know 
what they're doing and they’re project people, and they want it to be gorgeous and 
usable. 

Interviewer: I will ask you again. I'm so sorry. 

Sarah: Can anybody hear me? I don't even know how to tell. Can you hear me now? 

Interviewer: Sarah, if I'm interrupting you, I'm sorry. Friends, neighbors, countrymen, I 
need to stand up and go get a separate pair of headphones. I don't even know what to 
say. Cut to the DJ. I'll be right back. 

Sarah: Is there any way that I can tell if anybody can hear me? No? Just in case you 
can see me, I'm going to show you around my office now. This is a picture of a dog in 
front of a fireplace because I was supposed to do a fireside chat and I didn't have a fire. 
I wanted to have a dog as well because if you're going to have a fire, you need to have 
a cat or a dog. I have a picture of a dog. Can you hear me? 

Interviewer: What is happening? I'm so horrified right now [laughs]. 

Sarah: I know that people can see me. I can do that, but I'm not sure if anybody can 
hear me. 

Interviewer: You know why? Because wires, we can all depend on wires. I cannot 
believe that I'm so horrified. You know what? I bet you said a lot of really fascinating and 
interesting things and I didn't hear you. [laughs]. 

Sarah: I don't know. 

Interviewer: Oh my god. What I'm going to do is I'm actually going to ask you then to 
transition into the impetus for you to tackle this book Content Design. 

Sarah: Actually, I left the government, and I was on another project. The GDS project 
was hard, very, very hard. I took a few weeks out, and then I left to my next project and 
it was too soon, to be brutally honest. We did some great stuff. Then I left and I was like, 
"I'm taking a month off. I'm not doing this now." I started to create the two-day content 
design course. As I was doing that, I was writing all the notes for the handout sheet that 
I wanted to give back to them and it was just getting bigger and bigger. Because I just 
had so much to say, but I only had two days to cram this entire course. It was just 
getting bigger and bigger. I thought, do you know what? This is a little book. I'm just 
going to write the book. I wrote the book in six days. Then I mucked around with it for 
these six weeks. 

Interviewer: You wrote it for six days? This I had never heard. I will not approve of this. 
No author wants to hear that from another author ever. Okay, go ahead. 
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Sarah: But wait so, then I tweaked it for six weeks. Then it took two years to get out, 
two years. 

Interviewer: Now I feel better. 

Sarah: There you go. Because I had numerous editors, and you know when you're into 
this industry, and you're looking at [unintelligible 00:09:42] and that's wrong. There's 
something not right there, but I can't tell you what it is because I love it so much. I want 
everything on the plan. I turned into that person. I just put everything in there. The first 
editor didn't go hard enough. The second editor went on holiday for 14 months. That 
was that. 

Interviewer: Who takes a holiday for 14 months? Is that a UK thing? That's not fair. 

Sarah: No, that's just a very, very lucky thing. I call that a— 

Interviewer: Okay, that's good. 

Sarah: Then the third editor went through it in a few weeks, and then we had the 
designer Mark Carol. He came in and designed it all, and ka-ching, that's what you get 
now. 

Interviewer: I think that if our friendly listeners and audience have not actually seen this 
book Content Design, it's not just like words on a page. I mean, it is just words on a 
page, but the words are different sizes, and they're designed. Some pages literally have 
this one sentence on them that fills up the whole page. That was a pretty brave choice, 
not to just, like, go with a straight-up book. What was your thinking behind that? 

Sarah: See, two things. Remind me to come back to [unintelligible 00:10:53] in a bit. 
That was the whole point, though. That was the whole point. In government, we had 
gone from, "Oh, editorial people, you put these words in these buckets, on that 
template, and it comes out on that screen, and that's what you have, right?" We went 
from that environment to having designers and developers sitting right next to us. I 
could tell you. This is a tool, a calculator, or a calendar or whatever it is. It doesn't need 
to be words. A book on content design can't really look like another textbook because 
it's kind of not the point of it. The whole point of it is that content and design work 
together, to create the best experience. You can't do it [inaudible 00:11:36]. You can, 
but it's very mucky and it takes a long time. I gave David [unintelligible 00:11:44] 
chapter to the designer about this is the sort of thing I'm thinking, and he came up with a 
billion [inaudible 00:11:51], this one. Hold on. That one. He came up with that policy. At 
the time, he was still at GDS. He's an ex-GDS designer because he [inaudible 
00:12:09] the whole thing. There would be no point in having it just look like a textbook 
because that's— 

Interviewer: Sure, of course. Of course. Here's the thing. You and I love this 
conversation. No, we don't, but we're gonna have it anyway. You said— 
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Sarah: Yes, go on. 

Interviewer: You know what's coming. You said the whole point of content design is that 
you shouldn't separate out content from design. The deal is that when you— When was 
this book published? What year? Just a couple years ago, right? 

Sarah: Three years ago, was it? 

Interviewer: Maybe three years ago. It's been a long three years. Of course last 
Tuesday— 

Sarah: 2017. 

Interviewer: Yes. Last Tuesday feels like it was three years ago but that's another story. 
Different contexts. Since then, the thing we call content design has just really taken off 
as a phrase and a terminology. You have said many times, that when you introduced the 
phrase content design, that it was really to talk about an approach, a user-centered and 
data-informed approach to creating content for websites specifically at the time. In the 
US, the sort of feel, they're really talking about the field of content design, which is really 
working closely with content in design. It sort of is coming into UX writing and how that 
works with website design, with product design and so on. There's been some tension 
between this terminology, and then don't even get me started with like, "What's the 
difference between content strategy and content design? What is content strategy?" 
Talk to me a little bit about it because that's kind of weird. To be the person that wrote 
the book, Content Design, what is that like? 

Sarah: [laughs] We need to come back [crosstalk] 

Interviewer: Answer everything for me. Exactly. I'm not sure what my question was in 
there. What do you think? What do you think? What's going on in the US? What's going 
on in the UK? What is Content Design, Sarah Richards? What is it? 

Sarah: [laughs] It's really bizarre to me that people have arguments with me about what 
content design is and always was. They said, ''No, it's for government web pages.'' It's 
like, ''No, it's not. You can use it for everything.'' I use it in communications with my 
children, for God's sake. 

Interviewer: I bet they love that. 

Sarah: Yes. I was going to do the video about content strategy, I'm not doing it. Anyway, 
you can use it for everything. Actually book 2, which is that user journey thing that you 
can see there, all about how you can use content design for everything. It is a bunch of 
user-centered techniques and internal techniques that you can use for your team to 
create the best content on whatever channel to get your need across. That's it. I find 
various views that people have really quite limiting. There's a whole thing about, ''No, 
because it's UX writing.'' ''No, it's content design.'' There seems to be some silo. I'm like, 
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''Why? Just explain your job and then get on and be nice to each other. There's no need 
for this divide.'' 

Interviewer: That is interesting because, when I wrote Content Strategy for the Web, I 
got some blowback from the technical documentation community, who was like, ''We've 
been doing this for years.'' Then also, some folks were just like, ''You're just a copywriter 
that wants to get paid more, and you're making up this title? At the time, I was just like, 
''I don't care what we call this.” In some ways, it was kind of a branding exercise. Let's 
put content next to the word strategy, so that people understand you can't just go off in a 
Word document and just write some things and then put it up on your website. As time 
has gone on, especially really over the last two years, I would even say, I do feel 
differently about being able to talk about and sort of parse our roles on project teams or 
within an organization, and how we navigate the different processes and what we bring 
to the table in terms of contributions, what we're accountable for, and so on. I think that 
the idea of being able to sort of establish a common lexicon about what these rules or 
job titles or activities are called across the industry, I think that ship has sailed. I don't 
know how you feel about it. I just don't feel like it's a thing that can be accomplished at 
this point. 

I think what's more important is that we, within our organizations, are able to establish, 
we talked about this earlier, kind of a common lexicon about how we are discussing 
who's contributing what, and when, and what our responsibilities are and our 
accountability to one another. You know what? If the phrase "Content Design" resonates 
within an organization, with its culture, with the way that its product or website teams 
are evolving, because we are still all evolving, great. I think that when things fall down, 
to your point, it's when we start having these weird turf battles and in-fighting about, 
''That's UX writing. That's not content design.'' Right? 

Sarah: Yes, exactly. Exactly. Content Design as a term, we made it up so that we could 
have a conversation in government about what we were doing, because previously we 
were called editors and we were allowed to edit. Writers could write, and SEO people 
could do SEO, and everybody had their function and their job title. You weren't allowed. 
It's something like, ''Why are you publishing this at all? This is not the thing that we 
should be doing,'' because you are kind of hemmed in, whereas the GDS at the beta, I 
could literally turn to James Vine or Mark and just say, ''This is not a thing. This is, this is 
a calendar. This should be five questions and a tailored answer at the bottom. We just 
didn't stick with the way that government thought about us. When we were to have 
those conversations, they were quite rude. When we first started, they were like, "You're 
calling us out, what now?" 

Interviewer: Rude, quite rude. 

Sarah: They were quite rude. It was kind of like, that's the point. We need to have a 
conversation about it. I'm not your proofreader. I'm going to tell you that this thing over 
here should not exist at all. 
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Interviewer: That's where the idea of being able to determine and where all of sort of th
— A lot of them are tried and true UX research techniques, or IA techniques. A lot of the 
methodology that you put together draws on and draws from a lot of stuff that's been 
around for a long time. A lot of it is not rocket science, it's just a matter of get people in 
the room, understand what the users want, get clear and aligned on business intent, 
and get the data to inform it, and then make smart choices within those constraints 
about the content that you're going to create and how you're going to treat it over time. 
Here's the question that I have for you, something I will [laughs— Sometimes I get 
emails from you that are just like, "Hi, Kristina. Why can't content strategy be more 
important?" You talk a lot about how— I hear all the time. I don't know if I agree with it, 
but I guess I don't live over there, how like UK and the EU is sort of behind the content 
strategy curve, which I don't know about that. Can you say more about that? What is it 
that you feel is missing in the thing that you call content strategy? What is missing when 
you come to the table for this work? 

Sarah: The thing with content strategy versus content design versus editorial versus 
whatever, is that, in my opinion, and in what I've seen, so bear in mind, this is my 
bubble: There aren't very many good content strategies because you have an editorial 
calendar and you have a common strategy. Common strategies is what people are 
calling content strategy. The way we do it, the way is set on your books, set on the quad 
and we've got all those things involved. We're trying to do workflow and governance and 
we put success and value criteria per format based on what the user need is and how 
you're going track need and [inaudible 00:20:42]. All of those things aren't set. It's still 
set as a common strategy with an editorial calendar at the bottom and success is either 
publishing or getting loads of likes, that's it. Because we come from that mindset, it's 
now really hard to move people inside. We need a proper content strategy, end to end, 
multi-channel, very digital as well, all of the elements put together because some of 
those conversations are hard. Some of those if we can take 30 people out of your 
workflow because you don't need that many people signing off content. Yes, it's a cool 
conversation to have. 

Interviewer: Well, and something that I see too that has really become more and more 
clear over the last couple of years is that I don't know how many times in my life I have 
busted out how Rahel Bailie's model for content strategy maturity, which she put 
together in 2010. It still rings true and that is basically steps up through these different 
stages of maturity within organizations about how they are managing and thinking about 
and talking about and resourcing and making choices around content from the entire 
organizational level. I think that those conversations are— I think it's harder to say, "This 
is where we're at in the UK or this is where we're at in the EU." Because I do think it is 
really organization by organization at this point, but what's nice is that, when we started 
talking about content and content strategy was a very, very, very small population that 
we called mature organizations. We really are seeing companies in all sectors start to 
recognize the importance of content. Just the fact that so many folks have joined us 
here [unintelligible 00:22:36] from all over the world and that a lot of their 
organizations in these unprecedented times have decided, "Yes, we're going to invest in 
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your skillset, your understanding of content so that we can continue to grow within our 
organization.” That's a really hopeful thing for me. 

Sarah: Yes, it is growing. It is growing and I think there is a massive need for this thing 
because often it's not the content person that has the problem. It's the people all around 
them in the organization and they haven't had their view shifted. Content people look at 
things like this. They read loads of books, they do research because it's their craft and 
they practice it. But, I think a lot of people in the organizations just go where you're 
going to write it. Because I can write it, I do great emails. I can write it. 

Interviewer: I've got work [crosstalk] 

Sarah: Very well. There you go. 

Interviewer: Yes. I am excited to see that we have so many great questions that are 
coming in from our audience and I'm going to ask you a few of them. Is that well? 

Sarah: Okay. 

Interviewer: Great. From Mr. Michael J. Metts, who is another fellow author who along 
with Andy Welfle wrote Writing is Designing and we're going to talk to him here in the 
next [unintelligible 00:23:57]. "Love your book, Sarah. I share with people all the time. 
Is there anything you wish you could add or change now that it has been out in the 
world for a few years?" There, he's just teeing you up. He's literally just teeing you up 
but God. 

Sarah: Yes. Well, just everything. I would say everything. This is book 2, oh, that's what 
I was going to say. We're actually thinking about doing it like a Choose Your Own 
Adventure book. Again, [crosstalk] 

Interviewer: Is it the concept? 

Sarah: What? 

Interviewer: I said the concept inspire you, the concept [unintelligible 00:24:40] 
Anyway, God. Make sure you take credit for everything. 

Sarah: Take it. Again, the designer, Mark, we were having a chat with Charles, the 
editor, and I was just talking about how complicated this is going to be to set out and 
how big this book is going to be. Because I don't want it to be huge. I still want it to be 
quite bite-sized and he was like, "Do you know what you should do is Choose Your Own 
Adventure?" and I was like, "Yes, maybe we should!" We might do that because what I 
want to show is— I've got a thing and I talk about it all the time, you don't make new 
decisions, you don't wake up in the morning and go, "I'm going to think about something 
I've never thought about before." That doesn't happen. You have seven to nine 
unconscious points before you make a conscious decision about anything. It has a 
language attached to it and it has perception and it has belief. If you don't know that, 
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you're putting a lot of stress on one page on your website, to sell stuff or to pull people 
in, whatever. To actually step back and step out a little bit. It's still content design. We 
touch a little bit on strategy in terms of what channels and things, maybe, things will be 
on and a little bit on success but the rest is just how to deliver. 

Interviewer: When you say how to deliver? It's literally the content that you're going to 
create, how to identify the substance. How and where to put it in the user journey? 

Sarah: How to talk about it, which channel to be on, where to go get the data, all of 
those things. It's going to be bigger but still small. 

Interviewer: Still delicious. Delicious bite-sized content design, awesome. Next 
question. Is there anywhere to purchase an Epub version of your book or in general, 
where can we buy your book? I probably should have ended with that for a great call to 
action but I'm new with this. Go ahead. 

Sarah: Epub, we're working on it now because it is inaccessible right now and this is not 
okay for us. I'm not releasing anything until it is. You can get it from our website or 
Amazon. 

Interviewer: Great, [crosstalk] US, all the Amazon's? 

Sarah: Yes. 

Interviewer: Excellent. I bet there's a lovely human being somewhere in our Confab 
audience who wants to post the link to that in the attendee Slack and on Twitter, who's 
going to do it. Now you're going to get 80 links because the people listening are 
amazing and generous and quick on their feet. It's going to be great. Okay, excellent. 
From Christy Winston, "You mentioned that it was too soon to jump to your next role 
after working on Gov.uk, can you talk about the impact that working client-side can have 
on someone personally when you're passionate about moving an organization forward 
in the digital space?" Christy, I'm going to give you a hug for right now. We're all nodding 
like this. Yes, the impact. 

Sarah: It's hard to switch off, isn't it? We had all our systems so that you could get to 
them on your phone or whatever, not because they wanted us to work all the time, 
because they didn't, but just to make it open and accessible. The whole ethos was just 
baked in from day one, but because of that it’s really hard to switch off, really hard. I 
didn't notice really until my hair started falling out, in clumps, in meetings, which is 
[crosstalk] but the thing is and this is where I'm going to go there, but— I was having so 
much fun. It sounds insane but when you are surrounded by really clever, intelligent, 
lovely, amazing people, I was having the best fun that I'd had at work, ever. We were 
sitting there at one o'clock in the morning, one of the directors will come in and throw 
sweets at us and buy us pizza and stuff from [unintelligible 00:28:57]. It was hard, it 
was really hard work. 
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Still one of the top three projects that I've ever done and I’d go back tomorrow and do it 
again if the same people were around. It is really hard to switch off when you are really 
passionate about things and sometimes you don't notice now because of that situation. I 
know what my levels are. I know when I'm getting obsessed with things and when I'm 
getting too excited about things and to step back. 

Interviewer: I wonder if a lot of people are figuring that out right now, during pandemic 
times, like, "Oh, okay, yes, this is the point." This is the point where I'm pushed as far as 
I can go and I've got all this other stuff happening and suddenly work, especially if work 
is our passion and our passion is work. We need to figure out how to put that in 
perspective with self-care. I don't know. [laughs] Time and focus and rejuvenation and 
refueling and so on. I'm sorry that you got right up to that edge. I know so many others 
have and it's great that you were able to come out of that with this new awareness but it 
is amazing to me that you are just like, "Oh yes, I'd go right back to it." 

Sarah: Yes, it was so good. One of my benchmarks, I don't know if it will be useful for 
others, is like, I've got my office, you can see my shed. I live in a shed. If I go into the 
house and I can't switch off, it's like, "Okay where are you now?" It's just a question to 
myself and it's like, "Are you getting too uptight about this or is it just you are excited? If 
you are, you need to write a list of things that you need to do tomorrow. Go put it in the 
office or put it by the kettle or something that you're going to see tomorrow morning and 
now can I put that down?" If I can't put it down, that's an alert. 

Interviewer: What is it that drives you to that? What is it that where your brain is just 
like, "I need to get this out into the world. If I may need to be talking about this or want to 
be collaborating with people, I want to do the research on it." What is your end goal 
there? What is this thing that you want to change? 

Sarah: I don't know. Do you know what, I'm over excited about everything all the time 
anyway. It's just a natural state. 

Interviewer: I really love that about you. Even if it's going to put you in the ground, it's 
good for me to watch. It's fine. 

Sarah: Yes, I don't know the answer to that. [crosstalk] 

Interviewer: You know when I was trying to explain Confab to— We have a couple of 
new production partners because we've never done virtual events before. I don't know if 
I've mentioned that at all in this broadcast today but I was trying to explain our audience 
to them. What came out of my mouth was, two person, people who attend Confab are 
super excited about helping other people. They're super excited about making things 
better for folks that show up who need content, or who are looking for content to inspire, 
or to enlighten, or to answer a question or help facilitate a task. This is the people that 
are watching right now, the people that are active on Slack, the Confab people we care 
about making the world a better place, and you can't say that for every professional 
community. So it's pretty big. I think you're a real leader in that space. Good work. Good 
work leading. 
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Sarah: You are very welcome, thank you. 

Interviewer: Okay, I have another question from Margo Stern who I happen to know 
lives in San Francisco. Margo asks, "Do we need to define our roles or should we focus 
on what our impact can be?" Sarah? 

Sarah: What do you think? 

Interviewer: She says is it important for us to define our roles? 

Sarah: I heard that. 

Interviewer: She's saying is it really that important for us to define our roles or should 
we more be focusing on the impact that we can bring? Should we be talking more 
about, here are the outcomes that I can deliver to you versus here's my role in the 
organization. 

Sarah: I think it depends on the organization. The reason is I've got two organizations in 
my head. One of them if it's established and it's probably the [unintelligible 00:33:46] 
model right? If it's established you can just walk around [inaudible 00:33:49] the 
content. When I introduce myself I say, "I'm Sarah, I do content." That's it and I leave it 
like that because they're of [inaudible 00:33:56] to my role. I might be a strategist here, 
I might be a designer here, I might be whatever. But if you are new, or if particularly the 
organization and with the time content design people are still using it. Say I want to 
change my title to content design because I'm doing this now. Not what you think I'm 
doing. This is what value I can add. This is what I bring to you and it's a different 
[inaudible 00:34:27]. What we find originally, when I wrote the book, it was copywriters 
and tech authors and journalists. Now it's a lot of product people or it's content people 
buying it so that they can give it to product people to say, "This is what I do now." So, 
what do you think? 

Interviewer: I guess that I would say this is one of the biggest pain points that I see 
folks who do content struggling with. Whether it's within the organization, like the client 
side, or on the agency side or as an independent, what do I call myself, how do I explain 
what I do. I think to Margo's point, and we've talked about this a little bit with Rhiannon 
earlier today from [unintelligible 00:35:18] also from her garden shed. 

Sarah: What? 

Interviewer: Is it a thing? Is it a UK thing? Are you actually in your shed right now? I 
need to know. [crosstalk] Who else? Who else is in your shed? Raise your hand if you're 
in your shed. Who is it? I think that being able to focus on and define impact and 
outcomes in your work is really important. Especially, if you are coming to the table 
newly and introducing new activities and priorities to the table. Maybe that's it. Maybe 
it's more of being able to say, "My role is X because when I'm going to prioritize when I 
come to the table and what I'm going to be the voice for is plain language or is 
adherence to our style guide while balancing plain language or is choosing language 
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that resonates most with our user within this product experience." I still am not a big fan 
of this conversation, I'm not going to lie to you, but then we have to have it. We have to 
have it because recorders need to understand what we do. They need to understand 
the titles on our jobs as they're going through looking for us. People within the 
organization need to have some semblance of where we fit in terms of the 
organization's hierarchy or ecosystem or whatever. 

I think also, frankly, just from a personal identity standpoint there's this fabulous Slack 
workspace called Content in UX with 5,000 members but there's an entire channel 
dedicated to people basically coming and saying, "I have something to celebrate," and I 
swear to you 50% of the things that are posted there are, "I finally got ‘UX writer’ on my 
business and my title." [unintelligible 00:37:10] anymore, whatever. "I finally won the 
title of content design. I got a promotion and now I am being called whatever, content 
strategist,” or even “I rolled over from content strategist and now I'm a director of UX 
with the focus on content” and I can bring that into the mix. So, I do feel like it's 
important. Hey, I have other questions. Let me see. [unintelligible 00:37:35] who we 
just heard from on a panel previously. "How can we move towards this more 
comprehensive practice of content strategy that applies no matter what the discipline or 
what we call it, like counter marketing product, content strategy, content design, et 
cetera?" 

Sarah: Sorry, how can we make more of it? 

Interviewer: The question is how can we move towards and I guess by "we" she means 
the community or general understanding towards— For me, it's within an organization 
towards a more comprehensive overview or outlook of all these different disciplines and 
I will say as a sign out that this is what Confab is, right? This is how Confab was initially 
envisioned and conceived, which is that we were going to be and we still are today, the 
big tent of people who care about creating content which is going to make things better 
within the organization for other folks no matter what their role is. 

Do you have ideas about how we might be able to pull the community together around 
looking at like, "These are all my people, we are all part of the same ecosystem." Is it 
short principles, is it more writing, is it more conferences, what do you think? 

Sarah: There should definitely be more conferences. I think we are very generous with 
time in terms of writing. There's a stack of writing out there and it's good. I would say 
there're a number of content people who I think are super, super smart and they go, 
"Yes but I've got nothing new to say," and everybody [crosstalk] 

Interviewer: I know. They know. They know. 

Sarah: Right and I just want to slap them and go, "No." You might say it in a different 
way that just resonates with somebody. It could have been said 50,000 times before but 
it hasn't got to wherever it is in your experience and if you did a case study on that kind 
of thing can really resonate with somebody and send them off onto another path. 
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Interviewer: Sure. 

Sarah: I would place that in terms of in organizations when we run journey mapping, we 
get everybody in together including everybody who just walked in. I find that that is a 
really good way of breaking down silos in organizations. I think if we, as an industry, can 
support each other and have this kind of trick go outwards, because you're right, a lot of 
the things I wrote about is me taking bits from all over the place and shoving it together 
and going, "Look at what we can do." Don't push us in to mock this. I think sometimes if 
we do more of that I would love to see more content people on stage at UX conferences 
because without content, you don't have these brands. 

Interviewer: We were there a couple of years ago. There were tons of content people 
coming up on stage at UX conferences. I swear that is falling off, and I don't understand. 
Are we backsliding? Why is that happening? I don't know. You better get that other book 
up there real quick. It's on you, Sarah. 

Sarah: [laughs] It's not happening anytime soon. 

Interviewer: Save content. I have another one from K Pedigo, "What is a good place to 
start in building content strategy in an organization that's new to it, besides reading your 
book? Wink." 

[laughter] 

There's an actual literal wink in that question so I had to act that out there. What do you 
say? 

Sarah: I think it is a mix of actually everything that we've been talking about. It's about 
the outcomes and what you bring to the table. I honestly think the best way of starting 
anywhere is journey mapping and having that evidence and data, and saying, "This is 
what we think is happening. This is what isn't happening. Let's talk about it." When I go 
into organizations and I'm doing brand new work with them, it's the first thing that I do. I 
do one of their bits of content because— 

Interviewer: Really? 

Sarah: Yes. We do content strategy and we do content design training and workshops, 
but everything starts with a journey mapping session because then I can understand 
their content. We do the outward facing bit that the user sees, and we do the bit internal 
of what it takes to get that up. Then we just sit back and I say, "How do you feel about 
that?" That's it. 

Interviewer: When you say journey mapping, can you describe what that is for folks 
that maybe aren't familiar with the term? 

Sarah: For us, it's all the steps that somebody goes through to complete a task. Now 
we do journey mapping but out of digital. A lot of people start when they land on a 
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homepage or they land on a landing page of some sort, don't we step back. The reason 
for that is an example for the Citizens Advice, which is the largest advice-giving charity 
in the UK. We worked there and we were doing [inaudible 00:42:28] There was a guy 
who came in and he said, "I'm going to be homeless. This is my sleeping bag, this is 
what I'm sleeping in, I'm going to be homeless. Help me." When the advisor unpacked 
his life two years before he had been made illegally redundant, he'd lost his house, his 
wife, his mental health [inaudible 00:42:45] and he was about to go sleep on the 
streets, because nowhere in search results did it say, "Check your redundancy notice is 
legal." That's it, that's all it would have taken. 

Interviewer: Oh my God. 

Sarah: With us, with journey mapping we step back. Not until, "I was born and then I got 
yogurt in my hair. Then I went to school." Right? Not that stupid far back, but back 
enough to see where these ideas are coming from, where these mental models are 
coming from. Then it's each of the steps and decision points because the decision point 
is a potential content point. You don't have to do it but you need to be aware of it and 
aware of what other people are seeing and feeling, and what they're hearing, what 
language is going on. Then you can create your product or service. How you can do it 
without all that is a bit like playing chess without a board. You can do it, it's going to be a 
lot harder. 

Interviewer: Sure. Are there instructions on how to create journey maps and content 
design in your book? 

Sarah: [chuckles] It's been two years since I picked it up. Oh, a bit of what it is. 

Interviewer: People can take your workshops, right? Are you doing your workshops 
virtually? It's a brave new world in these unprecedented times. I heard you have to take 
live events virtual, I don't know. You should do a lot of workshops. 

Sarah: Say it again? 

Interviewer: You do a lot of workshops. Are you going to be doing them online? 

Sarah: Yes. We have one on state's time ADT next week. 26th, 27th of May. There you 
go. 

Interviewer: Listen to me, there can never be enough content, content design, content 
strategy, it's everywhere. Do we have time for one more question, two more questions? 
I don't know, who knows? I'm going to ask you another question. This is from Jill 
[unintelligible 00:44:37] "I have heard a lot of people talk about how they've come to 
content strategy from a writing background and now they've moved into the UX design 
space. What if you come from more of a general strategy UX background and want to 
understand how to create and design content that doesn't suck? Being a content person 
seems like something you're just born with or it takes a whole career to get good at." 

14



Sarah: I'm not one of those people who thinks that you have natural talent about things. 
I think you have things that you're passionate about and that you practice. That's all it is, 
it's practice. You can learn anything. Sometimes I would say to my daughter— She has 
an incredible eye. She can not draw for months and then she just sits down and she 
writes something out, and it's beautiful, but it'll take her five, six hours to write that out. I 
don't think that you have an innate ability, I think that you have things that you love and 
that you're passionate about, and you practice them. It's the practice that makes you 
good. 

Interviewer: I love that. I love that especially for folks to a point who are coming in from 
more of a design and UX background, and who recognize and are passionate about 
getting content right. When I do content strategy workshops those are always the 
people I want to go up and just high-five or hug and just say, "You are stretching your 
comfort zone right now and sitting down at this table with a bunch of other people who 
work in content professionally, it's pretty sweet." That's great. I'm going to ask you 
another— Go ahead. 

Sarah: There is a book. It is, she says Good Services by Lou Downe, I'm going to get it 
for you. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Sarah: Ta-da. It's about service design that might be good for service designers, 
product designers, designers in general. Half of this book is about content. There's a 
chapter on how to name things. It's a good kind of jumping off point. You don't have to 
go "I'm a designer" to content. There are little steps that you can go through. It's a good 
book. 

Interviewer: That's great. Another question we have from Domini Brown. Domini, 
Dominic? Never heard Domini before, that's pretty— "How do you approach breaking 
down walls between departments when it comes to owning content, like making 
decisions about what the priorities are, who gets the final say and however? How do 
you go about breaking this down?" 

Sarah: In that workshop I was talking about doing the journey mapping, we also do the 
back behind bit. We'll do what it took to get that piece of content up. Then we'll do 
success and value criteria. What are you getting out of that, what do you actually want 
for that [inaudible 00:47:33] content? Then we'll put money on it. We'll put value 
mapping on it as well. It's like how much did it cost you? Then how much did it cost you 
as a team or as an organization to get that up. We put all that in and we put the 
directors and people in, and we go, "It cost you this much, your team are not doing that 
because they're doing this. Tell me how you feel about that." Generally, that's when jaws 
hit the floor and it's like, "We're spending thousands." We've been doing this for a 
couple of years now. In the UK it averages at £2,000 to £2,500 per piece of information. 
If you add government or legal, it's £8,000 to £8,500, just to get a piece of information 
up. 
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Interviewer: What? Everybody write [crosstalk] down, tell them Sarah Richards says 
so. 

Sarah: [laughs] Exactly. 

Interviewer: That's crazy [crosstalk] 

Sarah: Yes, but try it. When people say, "I only take 20 minutes," it's like, "Time that. I 
bet it takes you two, four hours." It's like [inaudible 00:48:35] right? 

Interviewer: For sure. The shorter and easier it seems like it should be the longer and 
more expensive and frustrating it is. Every time. 

Sarah: There you go. 

Interviewer: Yes, there you go. 

Sarah: I have all of those. I always try and have marketing, legal, comms, product, a 
digital team and a social media team, and anybody who's working in that room sorting 
that out. Because then we can open our roadmap. When we do these kinds of projects, 
we always leave them with, "This is what you're doing for the next six weeks." Often, it's 
the first time anybody else in the organization has seen how much work you put in. 
They have no idea, they just think that they hurl something at you and it magically 
appears. So we put massive roadmaps up and go, "We've got all of it. Where are you?" 

Interviewer: Let me ask you this. Then I think our time is done. This is a question. “All 
these folks that come to the table saying, ‘How do I change? How do I break down? 
How do I shift the conversation?’ I find so often that it's the third party consultant coming 
in that people will listen to. I as an employee of this organization have said this 80 
million times, and then Kristina comes in and she says it and she's third party and 
everybody is like, ‘Oh, my God, that's the smartest thing I've ever heard.’ Do you have 
any tricks or tips on how to combat that or subvert that, or do think that that's just part of 
an organizational culture?” 

Sarah: Do you know what? It happened really quite a lot after I left GDS. I would get 
hired and get so excited and then I would talk to the team and then I would go to the 
bosses and go, "Why are you not listening to them, what they said?" 

Interviewer: I know. It makes me nuts. 

Sarah: I've actually been invited to a number of organizations, created a deck, and had 
all the teams quotes on it, going, "This is a really good idea, this is a really good idea." 

Interviewer: So smart. You're totally turning it around and being like, "You know who's 
got this area of people." That's so smart. Actually David Delantano said something 
similar to where he would come in and facilitate and be like, "You all, you're the smart 
ones," and being able to hold up that mirror can be really helpful too. Something that is 
fascinating to me every time we have Confab is that there are lots of sessions. We've 
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got a ton of these sessions in our on-demand library, pre-recorded talks, that really dig 
into the how and the what and the when, but ultimately, when we are having 
conversations with each other so often it comes back to communication and how we 
talk about things and how we listen to each other and how we shape priorities together 
collaboratively. I feel like so much of the teaching that you have brought to the 
community helps us come together around a common good. I really, really appreciate 
your work and it's an honor to know you and I'm delighted that you agreed to come and 
be a part of Confab live, on the internet. 

Sarah: You're very lovely. Thank you very much. We love Confab and so pleased that 
you took it online because I would not want to travel right now. I'm not saying I should 
right now. [laughs] Just say really quickly before we go. If anybody does want to come 
on the course next week, it's on ADT time and if you write CONFAB25 in all capital 
letters you get 25% off. 

Interviewer: What? Really? That's co-branding or something. That's like you scratch my 
content conference's back and I'll scratch yours. This is fantastic. Everyone go do it. It's 
great. Sarah, where else can people find you online? 

Sarah: We are at @contentdesignLN on Twitter and we're on LinkedIn too, Content 
Design London. I'm Sarah Richards on LinkedIn and get in touch. It would be lovely to 
speak with you. 

Interviewer: Everywhere, you're everywhere. 

Sarah: Wait. We have a user needs program that we're doing. It's a massive open 
source project like the Readability Guidelines, but for user needs. We're taking Gerry 
McGovern's work with the World Health Organization with all the top tasks and we're 
going to create, use the stories off the back of it, create a massive spreadsheet, and 
then open it up to the world. 

Interviewer: Where is that going to be? 

Sarah: We have week notes coming out later this week and the first iteration will be 
next Friday. Have a look at the blog contentdesign.london/blog. Get involved. We would 
love to have more people involved because we need to write all these needs. Massive, 
open source, everybody can use it. Stop [crosstalk] 

Interviewer: So good and we're actually going to have Gerry on the show later to talk 
about his work with the World Health Organization which he just offered up last week 
and we all lost our minds. We're super excited to speak with him as well and of course 
you're partnering with him too. Two rockstars, so congratulations. All right, Sarah, thank 
you so much. It's a joy. I'll talk to you again soon. 

Sarah: Thanks. 

[00:54:00] [END OF AUDIO]
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