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To do content and design work 
in the public sector is to be an 
institutional killjoy transforming 
bureaucracy from the inside to 
better serve people.
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Diversity work
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“...diversity work is the work we 
do when we are attempting to 
transform an institution…”
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“Diversity work is about 
rebuilding institutions in order 
to make them more 
accessible.”

11



“Diversity workers could be 
described as institutional 
plumbers: they develop an 
expertise in how things get stuck, 
as well as where they get stuck.”
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Pushy work
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“...if you are going the wrong 
way in a crowd, you have to 
push harder than any of those 
who are going the right way.”
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“Diversity work is pushy work 
because you have to push 
against what has already been 
built.”
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Institutional Killjoy
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“The diversity worker could be 
described as an institutional 
killjoy... you go to say something 
and you can just see people 
going, ‘Oh here she goes.’”
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“...she too poses a problem 
because she keeps exposing a 
problem. 

Another meeting ruined.” 
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Methodology
Research
● Qualitative
● In-depth, semi-structured interviews 
● 14 content practitioners 
● Jurisdictions across Canada

Analysis
● Thematic analysis 
● Identified themes and patterns in research data
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Research Questions
1. How long have you worked in the public sector?

2. What is your official job title? Does it accurately reflect your 
role? If not, what would you change it to and why?

3. Tell us about your role and what you do in a day’s work.

4. How would you describe your organization’s attitude towards 
content/design work, or their content/design maturity? 
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Research Questions
5. Have you experienced any shifts in perspective or attitude 

towards content/design work in the public sector? What caused 
or contributed to those shifts?

6. What are the biggest challenges or barriers you face doing this 
work in government?

7. What motivates you to persist?

8. What does a win look like for you? 
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Research Questions
9. Do you have experience doing similar work in the private 

sector? How does it differ? 

10. If you had a survival kit stocked with tools, resources, and 
strategies to help you succeed in this line of work in the public 
sector, what would it contain?

11. What three words would you use to describe what it feels like to 
do content/design work in the public sector? 

12. What are you trying to achieve in your work? Tell us about some 
of your ultimate end-goals. 24



25

1

Our story Key concepts

2

Methodology

3

Findings

4

Questions

5



Findings

26



What does it feel like to do 
content work in government?

27
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Frustrating
“You have experience and training and an idea that’s shot down because of 
someone’s ego, or the inability to make something because of the system.”

“We don’t often get the outcome we want.”

“Content isn’t prioritized or valued in the way it should be… [you’re] saying the 
same things over and over...Feels like you’re beating your head against a wall...”

“It’s also demoralizing. It’s a set of contradictions. It’s insecurity-inducing. 
Frustrating.”

“[The content] is not the best it can be, but the best that [you] could get with the 
parameters that [you’re] working [within].”
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30

“Respect for content work is 
definitely influenced by the 
gendered nature of this work, 
because we know that soft skills 
are devalued.” 



Rewarding
“The idea that you really help someone. In the government we’re not 
doing it for the glory… We’re doing it because we believe in being a civil 
servant. It’s rewarding to know that people on social media or web 
comments are saying ‘I got all the info I needed. Thanks government, I 
wasn’t expecting that.’”

“We just published [content reference] yesterday and it’s probably being 
viewed by millions of people now so that’s kind of cool.”

“When you’re done -- and you’ve done it right -- it feels good because 
you’re doing it for the public.
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“It’s the most difficult and tiring job 
you can have but also the most 
fulfilling because when it works it’s 
bloody glorious. You know you’ve 
actually made an impact and 
done real work.”
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Does your title reflect your role?
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“Content-specific roles related to 
digital communication are still not 
very common or well-defined in 
the public sector, even though the 
population size of this group must 
be quite large across Canada.” 

- Cheinman, 2020. 
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How does the public sector content strategist 
spend their day?
● Educating others about human-centered design, plain 

language, UX writing 
● Advocating for human-centered content design
● Raising awareness that content requires specialized skills
● Breaking down silos to facilitate collaboration

Establishing the conditions to get human-centred 
content work done.
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Describe your organization’s 
content maturity.
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“Government tends to segregate 
roles so that people know where 
their job stops and begins, and 
that is really unhelpful for this kind 
of work.”



Have you noticed a shift in 
attitudes towards content and 

design?

38



Attitude Shifts
“I think it’s important to escalate. The structure of government is such that a 
well-meaning practitioner or working-level staff won’t be able to achieve 
the optimum result without involving the higher-ups.

“There was a memo issued from one of the [Deputy Ministers], which said 
“thou shalt” to get people moving on it.”

“Our managers are pretty open. They’ll let us experiment and try new 
things.”
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What challenges and barriers do 
you face?
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What challenges and barriers do you face? 

41

9 Lack of understanding of content and design disciplines

8 Lack of leadership support or authority to drive change

7 Government’s risk aversion and resistance to change

5 Lack of governance and issues with approval process

5 Assumption that content work is easy



Lack of understanding of content and design disciplines

42

“Most people have a superficial understanding of the web experience and 
how interconnected things are.”

“...oftentimes people have no idea what they're talking about... I don’t 
think we share a full understanding of what it means to deliver a good 
digital service.”

“I’m the only person on the team that has the sort of training you would 
expect for this work.”

“They are supposed to be the final approvals for web content, but that’s 
ridiculous because they don’t know anything about web content!”



Lack of leadership support or authority to drive change

“Communications Advisors have prominent roles in the organization, but 
we didn’t.”

“Not having support to do the work can be very painful. You know that 
things should be written in plain language… but when that’s not seen as 
important, you end up putting out stuff that you’re not proud of.” 

“Without an executive telling people they have to do this thing, there’s only 
so much we can do. Power dynamics are huge.”

“I’m always looking to best practices, but I don’t have teeth to make 
people follow them.”
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Government’s risk aversion and resistance to change

“Systems start to develop that institutionalize the risk aversion and censorship.”

“Any thought about change, you run into ‘whataboutism’.” 

“They’re used to that old school way of working: people stay in government for 
a long time and they’re not forced to change, so they don’t.”

“You’re worried about the potential risk of someone saying something about 
government? Isn’t it more important that people can access what they need?”

“As soon as executive is scared of something, or it becomes political… we have 
to go back to the old school way and publish content that isn’t good for 
citizens, because the direction is coming from the top. We have no say.”
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Lack of governance and issues with approval process

“Decisions don’t seem to be made for the right reasons, the approval 
process doesn’t make sense. People just insert themselves into it.”

“Streamlining approval processes would be the biggest thing to help us get 
things done.”

“Governance is frustrating! Why do we have 8 people as approvers on 
something? Governance is often not set, there are often layers of approval 
so you’re just waiting for people.”

“Content is typically stale, and then by the time we update it it’s stale 
again because the content is waiting for that approval.”
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Assumption that content work is easy

“For whatever reason everyone in the world thinks that they can develop 
content.”

“Content is this thing that people have heard about but don’t really know 
what it means. They think it’s just the writing and they can do it because 
they write every day. They don’t understand what it is to write for web.”

“With content there’s an attitude that anyone can do it, and it’s 
completely unreasonable to take that attitude ... It’s a big assumption.”

“How do you give content the credibility?”
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What does a win look like? 
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What does a win look like? 
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6 Actually doing human-centred design

6 Collaborating, capacity-building, trust 

5 Shifting people’s mindsets

3 Getting things out to the public quickly

3 Improving access to services



What does a win look like? 

“It’s a win when there’s been a considered process around meeting user needs. I’ll 
take that however I can get it.”

“At the end of the day, people who were satisfied [with how] we worked together, 
they’re walking away with new skills.”

“Sometimes it’s just turning a light on for one person and shifting their mindset, they 
can't go back.”

“When I feel like I’m beating the system or not letting it slow me down and saving 
taxpayer dollars, that’s a win.”

“Anything where you feel like you’ve enhanced inclusion or accessibility around a 
service is also a big win.”
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What motivates you to persist?
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“We have to persist because 
there is institutional resistance. 
The requirement to persist 
becomes a job requirement.” 
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What motivates you to persist? 
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5 Positive impact on the public good

4 Getting a win

3 Making our content more accessible and inclusive

3 Meeting modern citizen expectations

3 Inspiration and support from network



What motivates you to persist? 
“I’m helping the citizens of my jurisdiction and that contributes to the world I 
want to live in…”

“I just see myself working to make the public good better.”

“If someone is looking for information, and they find our content and get 
the answer, that’s it… There’s tons of work behind facilitating that simple 
access to information for citizens.” 

“I want to line things up with the modern expectation of citizens.”

“When I connect with people who are like-minded, that pushes me.”
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What’s in your survival kit?
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What’s in your survival kit? 
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10
Professional network and 
allies 5 Soft skills

8 Standards and guidelines 5 Tools of the trade

6
Partnership and 
collaboration 4

Learning and professional 
development

6
Avoid jargon and use 
strategic framing 4

Reflection and 
mindfulness 



“...we’re disrupting the hierarchies 
of government through peer 
networks… we find ways to raise 
these issues strategically so you 
don’t always have to climb the 
approval chain.”
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Don’t give someone a fish, 
teach them how to fish.
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“...diversity workers might ‘try on’ 
different styles or methods of 
argumentation (the business case 
for diversity, the social justice case, 
and so on) as well as different 
words…”
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“Decisions about words are 
decisions about usefulness: you use 
the words that are useful, the words 
that travel furthest, or that enable 
you to get the message through.” 
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Avoid jargon and use strategic framing
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“I thought it was important to talk about the disciplines I work in with clients at first, 
but that wasn’t working. So I started to speak in my clients’ language.”

“I didn’t tell anyone that this was human centred design - I make innovative 
practices less scary by not calling them by their name.”

“Understand what motivates your stakeholders and how to speak to them in their 
language.”

“None of the terms you use are relevant to stakeholders. It’s important to have the 
empathy and understanding to know how to talk about the work to the people 
you’re talking to.”

“I can get my best results when I don't even tell people it’s design.”



“Survival can thus be what we 
do for others, with others. We 
need each other to survive; we 
need to be part of each other’s 
survival.” 
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Thank You!
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