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A Step-by-Step Guide

How to get the
most out of your
SME relationship
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Introduction

Communicating with subject matter experts (SMEs) and stakeholders

are the two biggest challenges freelance IDs face (apart from money issues)
according to pur study]. There’s lots of misunderstanding, irritation, and even
sabotage on the part of the SMEs. The following guide will help you get the
most out of your relationships with SMEs and stakeholders and reduce all the
risks to a minimum.

This guide is based on the webinar session with Tom McDowall, Senior
Instructional Designer and Chief eLearning Geek at Evoke Learning Design.
You can watch the entire session perd,

And feel free to follow Tom McDowall for more insights into instructional
design and elLearning:

m https://www.linkedin.com/in/tom-mcdowall

a https://twitter.com/tommcdowall3

a https:/www.youtube.com/@InstructionalDesignTip{


https://www.ispringsolutions.com/guides/the-field-of-freelance-instructional-design-in-figures?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
https://youtu.be/OcXmsDv-UDk
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.linkedin.com/in/tom-mcdowall&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1689846570827010&usg=AOvVaw0GewRWVS9HOQExPKVFWIfr
https://twitter.com/tommcdowall3
https://www.youtube.com/@InstructionalDesignTips
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Step 1

Identify the type
of SME

Before you actually start working with a subject matter
expert, you need to make sure you know who you’re dealing
with and what value they can add.

Tom McDowall outlines three categories of SMEs:
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Technical

They provide content knowledge and check to see if every detail related
to the content is correct. They have years of experience on the subject
matter and can share unique expertise. You’ll design learning experiences
around the fundamental information they provide.

Functional

These SMEs share audience and implementation knowledge related

to modality and design. They might not know the subject thoroughly but
they are the best experts on all processes related to it. For example, if you
need to prepare a software tutorial, functional SMEs will tell you about
every button and what issues users most often encounter.

Sentinel

These are senior stakeholders and board members with minimal technical
or implementation knowledge. They want to be involved in your project
just to be able to tell other board members that they were involved.
However, they do add value to your work - sometimes when you need

to get something done, it’s only having their name attached to your
project that will do the trick.

You need to be careful at this stage and ask SMEs only those questions
that fall within their expertise. Otherwise, if you ask a senior stakeholder
about content, for example, they’ll either just say they don’t know (if you’re
lucky) or will take a guess, which might affect the quality of your content
later on.
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Step 2

Determine their
motivation

One of the crucial aspects of effective communication with SMEs

is knowing their motivation. It matters. Experts from within a company
and external experts who volunteer to help you with your projects have
completely different levels of involvement. You should take this into
consideration and interact from that perspective.

There are two ways to categorize SMEs based on their motivation:
by whether they belong to a company and whether they’re getting paid.

Let’s start with the first one:
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Internal

Experts from within the organization. They are actively involved in
your project, care about the result, and are motivated to do the best
they can to make an impact on their team and business

External

Wider industry experts and professional SMEs. They don’t belong to
the organization you’re doing the project for, so they are unlikely to
want to go that extra mile and explore exactly what their subject
matter will look like in the final product. At least, not right away. They
need some more time to get up to speed. And it’s fine if you know this
from the start and play a long game.

Another important factor you need to consider is whether an SME is
getting paid. Here’s how it affects your relationship with them:

Paid

These are specialists who offer dedicated time and are used

to working as SMEs. As they are paid to work with you, they’re
under increased pressure and are more willing to help.

This subtype includes not only paid external experts but
internal experts as well - their supervisor just needs to tell
them that they are to work with you for 10 of their 40-hour
week, for example. Then it becomes their official duty, for
which they’re paid.

Volunteer

These are experts who want to help but are required to fulfill

other responsibilities as well. Even if these SMEs are highly
motivated to add value to your project, they may simply lack
the time to be 100% into it. You might need to adjust to their
schedule to make the most out of your relationship with them.

Once you identify the type and motivation of an SME, you can understand
clearly what that SME can do for you and why they do it. Knowing the what
and why of it will make your work a lot easier and more productive than
working blind.
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Step 3

Make friends
with them

The worst thing that can happen to your relationship with

an SME is when you come to them only when you need them.
Nobody likes people who show up only when they need your
help moving, for instance.

A more productive approach would be getting to know them
and making friends with them. Here are some tips on how
to achieve that:

\
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Build relationships from day one

Day one isn’t the day when you need to interview an SME. It’s the very
first day you start working on the project. Try to identify potential SMEs
who could be useful for your project and have a brief chat with them.
Introduce yourself and ask how you can help them in terms of training.

Generate social capital

Social capital works just like your bank account - you can’t use it if it’s
empty. And you do need to use it. Whenever you have burning deadlines
or need to ask SMEs for extra time - it’s only social capital that will help.
So, work on it whenever possible from the very start.

Always be easy to work with

The biggest issue SMEs face when communicating with instructional
designers or L&D specialists is when those aren’t easy to work with. Here are
some of the most common examples:

e Forcing SMEs to work in ways they’re unfamiliar with
Q Using jargon

e Forcing them to do something they don’t need to, like getting
to know the essentials of instructional design

An SME wants to know only what precisely they need to provide you with to
get your project moving and help the business. They don’t need to know
about

ID models, synchronous or asynchronous learning, authoring tools, etc. —
this is all about learning experience design, which is your job, not theirs.
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Step 4

Define the
relationship

People need to know where they stand, what they’re
responsible for, and who they are working with. It’s not enough
to just say that you’re an ID and they are an SME. An SME
might be performing this role for the first time and may have
no idea what it includes. So, you need to make your

relationship very clear to ensure it’ll be effective.

Here’s what you need to clarify:
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Roles

Keep these simple
and clear - who
reports to whom

and in what capacity.

Input

Who will have input on what
aspect of the project?

Not everyone will

be involved in every
decision.

on multiple aspects and details.

Responsibilities

Everyone must have clear
deliverables and an
understanding of what they
are responsible for.

Sign off

Who will have the final sign-
off on each aspect of the

[,

project?

If you get this stage right, it will be much easier for you to work with an SME
afterward. For example, let’s say an SME doesn’t like the color of a course
player and you don’t like the language used in the course. If you clarified
that an SME has no input on visual design and you have no input on
language, everyone’s happy. Otherwise, you’ll have difficulties debating

il
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Step 5

Help, adapt,
and guide

From this moment forward, you’re the one calling the shots.
And you bear all the responsibilities. If you don’t keep an eye
on all the aspects, the project may fail.

Here’s what you need to do:
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Vision Map Ownership

0.
—

Paint a picture of the Show how each step Remember that you are
completed project. moves the project delivering the project,
toward success. but you don’t own it.

Simplify Communicate

Provide simple Use stand-up meetings, town hall meetings,
guidance, checklists, and lunches to have open and honest conversations
and process maps. on the project. Keep everyone in the loop.

Lead

Step outside of your process. But remember that
nobody likes to be forced into ways of working that
they’re unfamiliar with. So, make sure you don’t do this.
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Step 6

Wrap up and review

The end of the project does not mean the end of the
relationship. Awrap-up is just as important as a stand-up and
can drive continuous improvement from project to project.

Here’s what you need to do:

)
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Celebrate success

Take the time to celebrate

a successful project or milestone.

15

Share feedback

Collect and share honest
feedback from all parties.

This will keep morale high and
enhance future performance.

s
;
> ‘

Workshop Reflect ’

Make sure to run a lessons learned

Allow time for personal reflection
workshop for all involved on your performance, the
and identify key improvements process, and the project’s

for future projects. outcomes.

Would you do it again? Were you happy with the project? Reflect and analyze
your answers. And before blaming SMEs or stakeholders, start by assuming
that you’re the problem. This won’t always be the case, but it will definitely
help you grow and avoid unfair criticism.

If you’re interested in this topic, be sure to watch the entire webinar
with Tom McDowall for more insights and tips.
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2 Ways

to Work with SMEs
with iSpring Suite

iSpring Suite powers the full cycle of eLearning content
development, including the phase of working with SMEs. Let’s
see how to use iSpring Suite’s online tools to get the most out
of this stage.

o &



https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
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Let SMEs create content

If you work as an L&D professional in an organization, you know that you
don’t always need a complex course with multiple slides, digital activities,
and advanced content, like branching scenarios and animations.

Sometimes (in some companies, most of the time) you need something
short, like a product update training. In such cases, the best option is to let
SMEs create training content themselves with your assistance.

iSpring Suite is an extremely easy-to-use online authoring tool for creating
such trainings. An SME only needs to write a short article, and then you can
join them in the online editor to help build a few interactive knowledge
checks, highlight the main ideas, add multimedia elements, etc. In other
words, you make the learning experience more engaging and interactive.

Here’s what the content development process looks like:

Building healthy habits
9 1.
CHAPTERS e

Chapter 2 of 3
Introduction

The Health Experiment

A scientific loak
at habits

So how long will it take? A researcher working in Wood's lab tried to find an

The Health answer. Participants were asked to choose a new healthy behavior that they
Experiment

wanted to perform on a regular basis.

Goal setting

Staying motivated

One participant decided to eat Another person set a goal A third participant planned to ride
a plece of fruit every day at lunch. to exercise for 15 minutes right a bike before dinner.
B ®
[ )
— List Image  Video  Embed  Statement  Exercise
b

See how to create such trainings with iSpring Space (iSpring Suite’s online

tool) step by step perd


https://docs.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-space/creating-a-page-30416971.html?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
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Review course drafts online

Another way to accelerate and simplify your work process with SMEs using
is to review draft versions of your course online.

There’s no need

to zip your course every time, or publish it to an LMS and then ask SMEs

to write their feedback and send it to you (where they always forget

to mention a thing or two, and thus you have to go to yet another round

of the reviewing process).

Simply upload your course draft to iSpring Suite’s online storage and share
a link to it with an SME. They’ll be able to view your course and add
comments to each slide, each step in an interaction, every quiz question,
and any scenario scene.

It’s just like the comment mode in Google Docs, but for eLearning courses.
Here’s what it looks like:

. Social engineering

18

= Comments »
Social engineering:
How can you tell if Tot ner (7) ~ @
someone is trying
to hack you? INFORMATION SECURITY g L § | -
. . . .
Social engineering: How
83% . .
can you tell if someone is B vartene 2 o
@ nwoduction H What about a header image?
trying to hack you?
o ‘What social enginesring — Q Marlene
means, and how hackers g... Let me know if you need examples
@  Howte Secure your Data from An information security awareness course for employees:
Hackers Learn how cybercriminals steal confidential data and how you
10 Fuless of Informatian can avoid their psychological traps. 3 Jonathan Bafer 15 m
Security Remaove the part about people using
Imagine the following situation: one password everywhere, We

already had it in Basics
A PR manager in a major company receives an email from a
system administrator:

Q Marlene = mir
«Hi everyone! To increase the security level, we are planning fo Pls change this picture, It distracts
update aperating systems on all compters. from reading

To do this, your account credentials are needed. Please write
me hack and send your Windows login and passward, even if
you work remotely.

Learn more about reviewing content with SMEs using iSpring Suite perd,.


https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
https://docs.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-space/commenting-on-materials-35659773.html?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
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iIspring

A 30% discount for freelancers
on iSpring Suite
Take on more projects and deliver them faster. iSpring Suite empowers you

to create any eLearning content you need, from interactive online courses

and quizzes to training videos and role-play simulations.
Your subscription also includes:

« An online tool for reviewing « An extensive library of eLearning content
content with stakeholders created by professional graphic designers

e An online tool for

A tool for crafting and hosting an ID portfolio

collaborating with SMEs A character builder

 Cloud storage for courses And more

Try it for free Learn more >



https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite/trial?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/pricing?utm_source=ispring_guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=how_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship
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Welcome to the iSpring
Community!

Feel free to join and become a valuable part of a community of instructional designers
and eLearning professionals who are taking training to the next level with iSpring.

Fast forward to the part of our community you like - just scan the relevant QR code.

LinkedIn
Knowledge

|Hub -

Connect with others in your field, ask Explore the exciting world
questions, share your own expertise, of eLearning together with our
and take part in discussions. helpful articles and how-tos.

Linkedin|> Youtube |5 5] i
SR T,
1

Facebook » Instagram - @ AE]
S—— sl T iy

i



https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12786108/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12786108/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12786108/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.ispringsolutions.com/blog/?utm_source%3Dispring_guides%26utm_medium%3Dreferral%26utm_campaign%3Dhow_to_get_the_most_out_of_your_sme_relationship&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1689846878036233&usg=AOvVaw10aCuC-23pbYLwMJFs_XVB
https://www.linkedin.com/companies/ispring-solutions
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/webinars
https://www.facebook.com/iSpringPro
https://www.youtube.com/user/iSpringPro
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/webinars
https://www.instagram.com/ispringsolutions/
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/webinars



