CREATE A CONTENT
COMPASS

OK. Stop and breathe for a second or two. You have accomplished a lot
so far. You've done all the right things to make sure you know what your
organization or client is trying to achieve. And you've diligently made sure
everyone who matters is onboard with those goals.

Now you'll get more specific about the role that content plays in meeting
the organization’s objectives—and even more specifically, the content’s
purpose for your project.

This chapter covers some helpful tools for setting and communicating your
content compass. But first, I'll talk about how your project’s scope affects
your content compass.
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TiP
The lack of a formal
or documented
strategy is still a
strategy. It's just an
unintentional one
that may or may not
help achieve busi-
ness outcomes or
address user needs
and expectations.

PROJECT TYPES

Chapter 2 mentioned that breaking off a small project might make sense, rather than
tackling all the content across your organization at once. Make sure you remember
where your project falls in your organization or client’s entire content universe.

Your project’s place in the organization’s content universe affects what you're able
to control or influence. It also is affected by the formal and informal strategies
guiding content efforts throughout the organization.

Content strategy for an entire organization and across all channels is super complex
and very steeped in business management and operations. For the purposes of
this book, I focus on the three main project types I've encountered most: function,
property, and subset.

FUNCTION

Function refers to a functional unit within an organization, such as sales, mar-
keting, communications, customer service, or human resources. Of course, every
organization is set up a bit differently, so yours could have different names for
similar functions.

Very often, my client is a senior leader within one of these functions who wants
help with content strategy across all the content types and delivery channels.
Marketing is probably the most common.
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PROPERTY

Property refers to a single digital destination, such as a website or an application,
or even a social media channel, such as Facebook. Most of my digital property
projects are for new website launches or existing website refreshes or redesigns.
They could be a client’s primary web presence or a secondary web property for a
product, service, event, or other singular purpose.

Other times, I'll be asked to help specifically with a mobile site or mohile applica-
tion. (Don’t get me started on mobile websites, but do read Karen McGrane’s book,
Content Strategy for Mobile.)

Company.com



138

B

THE CONTENT STRATEGY TOOLKIT

SUBSET

Subset refers to any defined portion of content on a digital property. You can
define that subset by where it lives in the site, such as the Help section or the
About Us section. Or, you may define it by whom the content is for (current cus-
tomers, prospective customers, and so on) or what the content is about (products,
company information, area of expertise, and so on).

Help
Section

CORE STRATEGY STATEMENT

The core strategy statement is the central component of your content compass. It
answers the fundamental questions for providing the right content, to the right
people, at the right time, for the right reasons. Table 11.1 summarizes the four
questions a core strategy statement must answer.

TABLE 11.1 CORE CONTENT STRATEGY STATEMENT QUESTIONS

Content product What content should we produce, procure, curate, and share?
Audience Who, specifically, is that content for?
User needs Why do those audiences need or expect that content from us?

Business goals What outcomes does providing this content help us achieve?
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WHAT DOES A CORE STRATEGY STATEMENT LOOK LIKE?

Core strategy statements come in many formats, and there’s no one right way
to document one. A few key characteristics and concepts will help you craft an
effective statement.

First, it must resonate with and be memorable for the people who need to know
and use it so that they can apply the key concepts to make content decisions.

One way I've tested my statements is to present them to my colleagues with details
about the four questions they answer and then ask them to recap the strategy. If
people who don’t have much context for the project can get the gist and explain
it back to me, it’s usually in pretty good shape.

Second, it needs to be prescriptive enough to allow you to say no. One way to
checkit is to look at your past 10 content projects. If you would have decided not
to do some of those projects if you had had the statement at the time, it’s prob-
ably strong enough.

Let’s look at an example that my boss and CEO of Brain Traffic, Kristina Halvorson,
has used in presentations (I changed it up a little).

To reduce customer service center costs, we will provide user-facing, task-based
support content that makes our professional customers feel confident when
configuring products for their clients.

Now let’s break that down a bit into the four key components. The business goal
for this project is to decrease service center costs (by allowing people to self-serve).
To do that, they’ll produce user-facing content that’s focused on tasks users want
to complete. The content’s audience is the professional customers, meaning
people who are quite experienced and who install the organization’s products
for clients. The user need provides help with those installations.

Business Goal Content Product

To reduce customer service center costs, we will provide userfacing, task-based support content that
makes our professional customers feel confident when configuring products for their clients.

1 1
. v

Audience User Needs
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Next up, use the statement to make some content decisions. Use the list of content
projects and ideas, such as in Table 11.2, and decide whether your organization
should do them.

TABLE 11.2 IDEAS FOR CONSIDERATION

YES NO IDEA

Repurpose word-for-word content from the customer service call
center knowledge base.

Reorganize help content based on analytics data about frequency of
use and search terms.

Display an interactive timeline showing how Product X was
developed on the help landing page.

Conduct user interviews of a survey with professional customers to
find out if they are getting what they need from help content.

Feature professional customer profiles throughout the help section.

Provide a video from our CEO about how important it is for
customers to be able to self-serve on our site.

Here’s what I decided and why:

= No to repurposing knowledge base content word for word because the internal
knowledge-base content probably isn’t written in a user-facing way.

= Yes to using analytics to reorganize the help section because that data can
help ensure the content is organized the way users think about the content.

s No to the interactive timeline because, while interesting, it would get in the
way of tasks the user wants to complete while looking for support content.

m Yes to doing some user interviews because finding out what’s working and
not working from a user perspective could help make the content more useful.

s No to featuring profiles about professional customers throughout the help
section because it’s not the kind of information users would be coming to the
help section to read.

m No to the video message from the CEO because demonstrating the care for
self-service is more important than talking about it.
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HOW DO YOU CRAFT A CORE STRATECY STATEMENT?

The best part about putting together your core strategy statement is that you
already have all the information you need from the discovery phase. Even better,
your stakeholders have already agreed on the important aspects: who the content
is for, why they need it, and what the organization is trying to achieve.

Now you just need to put all that together and add some specificity about the
kind of content to produce, through either a collaborative or individual approach.

COLLABORATIVE APPROACH

With the collaborative method to crafting a core strategy statement, you hand out
a Mad Lib worksheet to the stakeholders. They then work individually to fill in the
blanks. This is one I've adapted from a version Sara Wachter-Boettcher created:

<Organization, Department, Property, Section> helps our company accom-
plish <this goal> and <this goal> by providing <descriptive phrase> and
<descriptive phrase> content that makes <this audience> feel <this emotion
or adjective> and <this emotion or adjective> so they can <complete this
task> or <complete this task>.

If 'm doing this exercise in-person, | have each person read their statement out
loud with no discussion. Then, I'll ask them to talk about the similarities and
differences, the words or phrases that resonated most or didn’t seem quite right,
and anything else that stood out to the group.

From there, I take a stab at combining everything into a single statement and
getting agreement from stakeholders on the aggregated version. You don’t need
to wordsmith it at this point; just get the concepts down. You can make it an
editorial masterpiece later (or not).

If you have time, brainstorm a list of recent content projects, and ask participants
to say whether they would still do the projects given the statement they just created
together. This is a great way to demonstrate how it works and set expectations
about how it might affect future work.

Ifyou can’t get the group together, you can send the Mad Lib out via email to stake-
holders. The first time I did this, | was skeptical, but it actually worked fairly well.

You don’t get the benefit of the resulting discussion with the email approach.
But you can go back to stakeholders to work through disagreements before you.
Content Strategy Toeol 11.1 is a downloadable version of the Mad Lib you can
send to stakeholders or print and use in an in-person session.

SRE TP

You can also do this
activity during your
discovery phase

to get a sense of
agreement among
stakehalders around
the purpose of
your content. It's a
great conversation
starter, and it fets
stakeholders see for
themselves whether
they are aligned.
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CONTENT STRATEGY TOOL 11.1
CORE STRATEGY STATEMENT MAD LIB

Download the document to get a printable worksheet version for in-person sessions and a
fillable Mad Lib version you can email to your stakeholders.

TIPS
= Whenever possible, do the exercise in m If you do the exercise via email and you
| person so you can discuss and refine have a lot of disagreement, follow up with
collaboratively. the stakeholder group before moving for-

ward. Work to get them on the same page
.50 the statement you put together won't
be met with resistance.

WHERE TO GET IT

Download the starter document at www.peachpit.com/register.

' WHERE IT CAME FROM

Brain Traffic (www.braintraffic.com), adapted from a Mad Lib by Sara Wachter-Boettcher

INDIVIDUAL APPROACH

Some projects don’t have enough days in the timeline or dollars in the budget
to craft the statement collaboratively with stakeholders. That’s OK. You can do
it yourself.

I'm more of an internal processor of information, so my method is typically to
grab my notebook or insights spreadsheet and start reading through my notes.
Ijot down the things that stick out related to content, audience, business goals,
and user needs. I'll start writing multiple versions of the core strategy statement
until I feel I nailed it. That usually involves several renditions and pieces from
each getting pulled together, edited, discarded, and massaged.

That approach works for me, but sometimes I get stuck and need to do something a bit
more methodological. In those cases, I still grab my notebook or insights spreadsheet.

But I transfer the key insights to sticky notes, note cards, or slips of paper. Then, I
categorize those insights into the four categories: business goals, content product,
audience, and user needs. Next, I review each category to see what key themes
or ideas emerge. And finally, I take those themes and work out the core strategy
statement, which typically goes through several revisions.
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Core Strategy Statement Themes

MESSAGING FRAMEWORK

A messaging framework clarifies what you want your audiences to know and
believe about you, and tries to prove that this message is true.

As a component of your content compass, the messaging framework helps ensure
that every piece of content you create supports the framework. If it doesn’t, it
doesn’t belong or needs to be revised.

WHAT DOES A MESSAGING FRAMEWORK LOOK LIKE?

As with a core strategy statement, you can document your messaging framework
multiple ways. I tend to create something somewhat visual to show a hierarchy
or progression. Other practitioners I know use bulleted lists.
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[ write the framework from the user’s perspective. Other practitioners write it in the
organization’s voice. It really doesn’t matter, as long as you adhere to the following:

m Make sure everyone who needs it has it.
= Actually use it to make decisions about content.

= Keep in mind that the messages are for you and the people in your organiza-
tion who work on content.

One of the reasons I like to write the messaging framework from the users’ per-
spective is because it’s a nice foil to the core strategy statement. The core strategy
statement is primarily written for the business. By writing the messaging frame-
work from the users’ mindset, you have a well-rounded compass by which to set
the direction for content and stay on track over time.

This example builds upon the core strategy statement and details the first impres-
sion you want professional customers to have when they visit the support section,
why your support section is valuable to them, and how you're demonstrating that
value with your content. Notice that the proof statements are related to what the
content communicates and how it’s organized (substance and structure).

First Impression

| What first impression do What do we want our What will demonstrate

| we want our audiences to audience to know or that what we want them to
' have when they interact believe about the value know or believe is true?
; with our content? we provide?
| “Oh good. “l know | can “They get how | think about
i - be confident my work, so there's no trial
Th’S Wf” be installing a and error when I'm looking
| ea SYy. 2 o ol for information.”
_ arrpaily ) “People like me contribute to
| system | haven t their support content, so |
worked with trust the information is
before. They accurate.”
make it easy_" “I don’t have to read through

long articles to get just the 1
bit of information | need.”

“They've thought through the
ways | might use their
products that weren’t the
original purpose and help
me configure them in new
ways.”
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HOW DO YOU DEVELOP A MESSAGING FRAMEWORK?

You probably won't be surprised to read that you can do pretty much the same
things you do for the core strategy statement. Like right down to the collaborative
and individual approaches.

Mad Libs, again, work well in a collaborative setting. Some ideas for Mad Libs to
have stakeholders fill out for each component of the framework include:

First impression

When a user first lands on the site, we want them to feel <blank> and <blank>.
Value statement

After spending a few minutes on our site, users should feel <blarl> because they
understand we provide <blank> and <blanlk>.

Proof

Our content demonstrates that we provide just what our users need hecause
<blank>, <blank>, <blank>, and <blank>.

Once you've collected the Mad Libs, you can use the data to determine the patterns
and themes and form those into the message framework. I go through that process
in much the same way I create the core strategy statement—either processing the
information in my head or using sticky notes to organize the data.

If yow’re not able to get input from your stakeholders in the form of the Mad
Libs, don’t worry. Chances are, you have all the information you need from your
stakeholder interviews.

Grah your notebook or discovery insights spreadsheet. Better yet, do the Mad Lib
and use your discovery insights to develop your messaging framework. Content
Strategy Tool 11.2 is a template you can download to fill in the details.

;;é‘/’f. HINT

You can create &
worksheet out of
these statements
using the Mad Lib
waorksheet from
Content Strategy
Tool 11.1 as a start-
ing point.
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Now that you have the two key components of your content strategy in place—core
content strategy and messaging framework—you can tell your content people
about them. Schedule some time with the key teams who work on content—from

|
SHOW THE WAY

creating it to reviewing it to publishing it—to go over your content compass and
how to use it.

your content strategy and resulting content efforts. Your content compass will

[
_ The next chapter discusses developing a plan for measuring the effectiveness of
‘ help you decide what to measure.




DECIDE HOW YOU'LL
MEASURE SUCCESS

You know what you're trying to achieve. You've developed your content
compass to help you meet your goals and objectives. How will you know if
you succeeded?

Enter measurement: how you'll demonstrate that the project you recom-
mended was actually worthwhile. Or, it's how you'll determine if you can
still do better.

Let these two thoughts sink in: Measurement is useless if you don’t act on
what you learn; meaningless metrics are worse than not measuring at all.
Read those two sentences again. One more time. OK, let's go.






