
your career

A
lthough not rare birds in urban
high-tech environments, techni-
cal subject matter experts (SMEs)
are a fascinating species to

observe—and a challenging breed for
corporate communicators to manage.
This tongue-in-cheek field guide identi-
fies four common sub-species, and
explains how to spot each by its distinctive
markings and how to cope with its behav-
iors for companionable nesting.

#1:The Warbling 
Wannabe Writer 

Identifying Markings
The Wannabe Writer is not just techni-

cally brilliant. He or she also remembers
eighth-grade grammar classes and will
fight you over every comma placement,
split infinitive, and word change, nipping
away at your patience and good nature
like a woodpecker. 

Coping Strategies
Try not to go down the black hole of

arguing grammar points ad infinitum and
toting your copies of Strunk and White and
Fowler to each meeting.

But you will have to quickly establish
yourself as the local wordsmithing author-
ity. Keep an impressive set of language and
style reference books on display, and know
them inside out. When Wannabe Writer
makes the first grammar or style chal-
lenge, whip out the appropriate book to
prove your point.

Another effective strategy is to feign
wide-eyed innocence when you know
Wannabe is wrong. Say, “I haven’t seen
that particular rule, but language usage
does change. Can you please show me a

reference for this, so I can update
the company style guide?” This

method puts the onus of
proof on Wannabe and
lets you get on with the
work at hand.

Within a few days, if
he or she comes back
at all, Wannabe will

probably slink in mutter-
ing, “I couldn’t find a refer-

ence.” And will probably not
challenge you again.
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The analogy of the magician (the SME)
and the magician’s assistant (you, the
wordsmith) is another useful tactic.
Explain that you’re the person behind the
scenes whose job is to help make the
SME’s work easier and make him or her
look good. This reminder that you aren’t
trying to play the peacock helps to smooth
ruffled feathers and defuse fears of being
threatened.

#2:The Don’t-Dumb-Me-
Down Techie

Identifying Markings
The Don’t-Dumb-Me-Down Techie

often has a pocketful of degrees and is
indigenous to both academic and business
environments. This SME feathers its nest
with technical minutiae, doesn’t want to
be oversimplified, and prefers to commu-
nicate only with the four other uber-experts
on the planet who share the same degree
of knowledge about the subject. This SME
gets upset if he or she thinks you’ve
“dumbed down” the text, removing detail
that showcases the SME’s brilliant
plumage. 

Coping Strategies
Remind the Don’t-Dumb-Me-Down

Techie that your audience is (probably)
not technical experts but decision makers
who want to know about bottom-line
effects: return on investment (ROI), sav-
ings on CAPEX (capital expenditures) or
on OPEX (operating expenditures).
Explain that a long, bulleted list of techni-
cal features means nothing to this audi-
ence and will not compel them to buy the
product. By replacing the features with
bottom-line benefits, you haven’t dumbed
down the text. Rather, you’ve changed its
focus to appeal to the high-level target
audience (whom you may want to refer to
as “bottom-line-feeding bean counters”).

It also doesn’t hurt to remind the SME
that the audience just doesn’t have the
technical depth of knowledge to under-
stand the finer points of the discussion.
Are you pandering to the SME’s intellec-
tual arrogance by making this argument?
Yes. Does it work? Yes. 

#3:The Too-Much-
Information SME

Identifying Markings
The Too-Much-Information (TMI) SME

is more helpful than you need—or want.
When you ask the time, this SME explains
how to build a time machine—then shows
you the prototype. 

I once waited until 4:30 PM to ask a
question of a TMI SME, thinking I had
cleverly planned the timing for the end of
the day, when the SME would be getting
ready to leave. I underestimated my SME’s
love for his topic. At 6:00 PM he was still
talking, although he had answered my
question in the first ten minutes.

Coping Strategies
Difficult as it may be to

believe, this type of SME is
a good thing. An odd bird,
but helpful. You’ll spend a
fair bit of time with the
TMI SME and get much
more information than you
want, but at least the SME
is interested and involved. 

Let this SME ramble as much as time
permits, and try to listen to it all. You’ll
keep the good will of someone whose help
you’ll need again in the future, especially
when all the other SMEs are too busy to
give you their time. You’ll also probably
learn something that will be useful later,
perhaps in another context.

#4:The Hoarder
Identifying Markings

The Hoarder believes knowledge is
power and sharing it with you would
diminish his or her power. Hoarders are a
bit like crows, which collect and jealously
guard pretty, shiny baubles. Two main
types of hoarders inhabit the corporate
skies: Klingons and Romulans. (Yes, I’ve
just mixed my metaphors—and species.
Get over it.)

Klingons are easy to spot. Their words
and demeanor both say, “I am more power-
ful than you. I will give you nothing. Go
away.”

Romulans are harder to identify because
they have less distinctive markings and are
more devious and cunning than Klingons.
Instead of being brusque and dismissive,
they will be pleasant and will seem help-
ful. However, they will keep information
from you and may give you disinformation,
information that is both false and designed
to mislead. Whether they do this con-
sciously or not is a topic for behavioral
experts. Either way, the results are the
same: Romulans make your job harder.

Coping Strategies
You need to convince both types of

Hoarder that sharing knowledge with you
does not diminish them. You can do this by

offering the SME some-
thing: useful information
is ideal; failing that, even
informal editing services
will do. What you offer
isn’t as important as the
fact that you have shared.
This sharing builds good-
will, establishes trust, and
can go a long way toward

getting the cooperation you need. By help-
ing feather the Hoarder’s nest, you also
feather your own.

When you do get the information you
require, use lots of positive reinforcement.
Say thank you (as you would anyway) but
say it in an e-mail and copy it to the SME’s
manager. Stress that, by sharing, the SME
has been instrumental to the success of
the project.

Conclusions
While I have had some fun here at the

expense of SMEs, I never forget that under-
neath the camouflage beats a human heart.
Each person is unique, and it will take your
talents as a communicator and student of
human nature to figure out what makes
each one tick and which approaches work
best. And you’ll find that, with proper care
and feeding, your aviary of SMEs will reward
you not only with important subject matter,
but also with loyalty, trust, and support. 

You can contact Penny L. Lange at Plange@
PennyLangeAssociates.com.

Underneath the 
camouflage

beats a human
heart.


