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ARCHETYPES



SUBJECT MATTER EXPERTS

We need subject matter experts as much as we need air to breathe in order
to do our jobs effectively. Some SMEs are fantastic, devoting the time and
attention your project deserves without argument or complaint. However,
SMEs are human, too (can you believe it?) and sometimes need a bit of
encouragement to perform at their best due to other demands in their
work and personal lives.

We've found that generally, SMEs can be grouped into 7 categories, or
archetypes. Each type is defined by certain characteristics, though a few
overlapping traits are shared between some. Keep in mind, though, that
SMEs sometimes shift, without warning, from one type to another, even in
the span of a single meeting!

As instructional designers and learning professionals, we need to recognize
each archetype and adjust our approach accordingly to ensure happy and
productive SMEs, and consequently, a successful project.



CLUELESSTHE SME

Description

Natural Habitat

Identified By

Care and Feeding

Training Your SME

The Clueless SME is confused and
dismayed by their assignment to
your project. Even when assigned
and authorized by their supervisor
to speak for the business function,
they refuse to make any impactful
decisions or fully answer
questions.  Instead they feign
ignorance and attempt to pass the
buck.

Most often found sulking in the
back of meeting rooms avoiding
eye contact as much as possible.

The confused and generally
uninterested look in their eyes
during brief moments of eye
contact.

• Continually reinforce that their        
    expertise is needed the project.
• Instead of asking them to make          
    decisions, make choices on their        
    behalf and allow them to react to      
    the choice. 

• Ask high gain questions.
• Use the "5 Whys" technique during
     interviews.  
• Draw them into the group often.



CONTROL FREAKTHE SME

Description

Natural Habitat

Identified By

Care and Feeding

The Control Freak SME is
characterized by extreme over-
confidence in their ability to design
and dictate every aspect of a course.
They prefer talking over listening and
have strong opinions about minute
details such as color and word choices.

In your business.

Their ability to ignore others opinions
and spend entire meetings convincing
the room that their font choice is the
only possible way to go.

• Validate their opinions as often as            
    possible, and be flexible enough to          
    incorporate their ideas into your              
    design as standards allow.
• Allow this SME to voice whatever is        
    top of mind for them at the beginning    
    of each meeting to prime them for            
    listening when it is your turn.
• Don’t allow this SME to fully take the    
    reins or you will not get them back. 

• Provide detailed agendas and    
    goals for each meeting and          
   follow them.
• Give the SME the opportunity  
    to voice their opinion, but don’t
    allow them to hijack a session.  
• Explain your choices and the      
    project standards repeatedly    
   and show your work early and    
   often to sway their opinion in    
   your favor.

Training Your SME



BUSY BEETHE SME

Description

Natural Habitat

Identified By

Care and Feeding

Training Your SME

The Busy Bee SME is the go-to
person in their department – for
everything. This SME is enthusiastic
about your project and excited to
help, but never available.  Instead,
they are constantly in meetings,
troubleshooting other problems, and
making sure that no birthday passes
without a cake and a card.

Wherever they are needed most at
any given moment.

Their jam-packed calendar and
constantly-buzzing mobile device.

• Respect their busy schedules and    
     make sure meetings are ultra-          
     focused.
• A recurring weekly meeting is a        
    good bet with this SME, though        
    flexibility is a must.

• Set expectations for the project  
    up front and schedule the time      
    you need with the SME as far in    
    advance as possible.

• Provide meeting reminders,            
    meeting goals and agendas in        
    advance.



INCLUDE-IT-ALLTHE SME

Description

Natural Habitat Identified By

Care and FeedingTraining Your SME

The Include-It-All SME is insistent
that every detail about a process or
procedure, no matter how small,
should be included in your course
content. They are true experts in
their subject, but are unable to see
things from the perspective of a
novice. They also tend to suddenly
remember what they deem to be key
details while in content review
meetings.

Diligently working at their desk
noting additional details to add that
you purposely left out of course
content.

Their tendency to make meetings run
way over the allotted time and their
fondness for adding hundreds of
comments to material in red pen.

• Allow this SME to communicate all of  
    their knowledge to you. You will            
    understand the topic more fully, but    
    be judicious about the content you        
    choose to include in materials.
• Keep lists of content the SME wants    
    to add for future advanced sessions.

• Take time to explain, and                      
    continually reinforce the concepts  
    and benefits of avoiding cognitive    
    overload, chunking content, and      
    building on ideas over time.
• Use a "parking lot" concept in            
    meetings to table discussions              
    whose scope goes beyond what        
    you need for the current project. 



UNFOCUSEDTHE SME

Description

Identified By
Natural Habitat

Care and Feeding
Training Your SME

The Unfocused SME has trouble
following any agenda but their
own. They are well intentioned
but have a tendency to hijack
meetings with tangent discussions
and provide interesting
information that is not actually
needed. When late to meetings,
they insist on restarting to make
sure they have not missed
anything.

Having “off-topic”
discussions with whoever
will listen.

Their tendency to interject ideas
that have no bearing on the
current discussion.

• To avoid alienating this SME, 
allow them to share their off 

     topic ideas as often as is feasible.

• Engage with them and provide
avenues for their ideas to come
to fruition whenever you can.

• Provide meeting agendas and
follow them closely, but build in
some flexibility.

• When the SME strays off topic,
allow a brief 1-2 minute discussion
and then table the topic for further
discussion later.



SMEUNRELIABLETHE

Description

Identified By

Care and Feeding

Training Your SME

Natural Habitat

The Unreliable SME is smart and
capable, but terrible at time
management and meeting
deadlines. They are always ready
to provide a creative excuse for
incomplete or missing
assignments.

Talking with project leaders
before meetings explaining
the latest crisis that prevented
them from meeting a deadline.

The varied and interesting
excuses they use every time a
deadline is missed.

• Sympathize with your SME’s
challenges and allow them
as much flexibility as your
timeline allows.

• Include this type of SME in your
project planning process and
allow them to provide input
regarding their workload and
deadlines.

• Help them to brainstorm ways
that they can ensure their
project goals are met.



YOU need to:
• Set the meetings.
• Provide reminders.
• Confirm meetings 2-24 hours in

advance.
• Don’t take voice mail for answer.

Track your SME down in person if
needed.

• Communicate deadlines and the
consequences of missing them verbally
and in writing.

• Feed content for review in small chunks
with tight turnarounds to avoid your
SME forgetting to review or being
 overwhelmed by a large amount of 
 work.

• Demonstrate that you are prepared, in
charge, and reliable in meetings and by
meeting your own deadlines.

THE SMEAWOL
Description

Natural Habitat

Care and Feeding

Training Your SME

The AWOL (Absent Without Leave)
SME is overscheduled, overworked
and overwhelmed. This SME is
habitually double or triple booked,
may travel on business frequently
without updating their calendar,
and can only be found at their desk
every third Tuesday between 1:37
and 2:12 pm.

Anywhere but their desk or
scheduled meeting.

Identified By
Their conspicuous absence in
meetings, on phone calls and in your
inbox.



HOW TO WORK
WITH THEM

PART TWO



SME PROJECT KICKOFF

A solid SME relationship is vital to project success. Kick off your
project well at the beginning of your working relationship and the
rest of the process will progress more smoothly. Here are six keys
points to remember to get your project started on the right foot.

It's all about the relationship!



Do this early—as in, immediately. Ask
questions that aren’t of a deeply
personal nature, but that convey your
interest in getting to know your SME
as an individual person. And, keep the
momentum going throughout the life
of the project. Having a solid working
relationship is helpful when challenges
arise. (And they always do!)

 As part of getting to know your
SME(s) and project team, learn
about their interests, and who
they are away from work. Topics
like favorite foods, sports teams,
hobbies, or kids when you see
pictures - all help with this.

Build Rapport

Establish Points of

Connection

Clarify Expectations

Ask your SME to clarify theirs first.
Dates, deadlines, outcomes, format,
etc. Ask clarifying questions and take
good notes. When you have no more
questions and have reiterated all key
items, clarify your expectations. Keep it
light, keep it simple, and in their
terminology, not “instructional
designer/developer speak.”



In addition to completing the project(s)
on time and  budget, your role is to
make your SME(s) look good. To this
end, ask them to explain, in detail,
exactly who is to be involved in the
project. This detail includes roles
within the organization, their team,
etc. 

Address how you’ll communicate
with each other and members of
the project team. Who has final
authority? Who will be signing off?
Lay out the workflow. Use
business terms, not “instructional
designer/developer speak.”

Clarify Roles

Explain Protocols &

Procedures

Suggestions: Permissions

Granted
Let your SME(s) know their
suggestions are valid and will be
considered. Ask your SME for their
ideas first. Listen. Take notes. Validate
their choices and when appropriate,
suggest variations and insert “have you
thought about…” to get the wheels
churning. 



ASK MORE AND BETTER QUESTIONS
As strategic partners, we must be skilled at asking good questions,
listening, and differentiating between the needs of our customers.  Open-
ended and high-gain questions will yield better information.

Closed-Ended Questions

One word, yes, no, or short phrase is
the only response required

• Confirm facts
• Used to open a conversation
• Easy to answer
• Questioner keeps control of

the conversation

Open-Ended Questions

Requires a response that is more than yes,
no, or a few words

• Used to gather details
• Requires pause, think, reflect before

responding
• Invites dialogue
• Sometimes provided in the form of a

statement that requires a response
• Questioner hands control of the

conversation over to the  Responder

Closed vs. Open



ASK MORE AND BETTER QUESTIONS
Low Gain vs. High Gain

Closed-Ended Questions

Low-Gain  Questions

Surface information that is
not new information or
details that move the
dialogue forward

• Quick response
• Straightforward responses

that clarify
• Confirms or denies

High-Gain  Questions

Actively seek information that
furthers an inquiry, or dialogue,
with additional insight and details

• Fosters collaboration for
problem-solving

• Reduces the potential for
defensiveness toward
suggestions or new and
different ideas

• Reveals thoughts that help to
clarify what is to happen next

• Provides opportunity for critical
thinking



ASK MORE AND BETTER QUESTIONS

Open-Ended Questions

Who will be meeting with us    
today?
How will we know the project
is  successful?
How might the work we did
last time be improved upon?
What are the most pressing
needs of your team, right
now?
How do you define success? 
Tell me about the relationship
you have with your
supervisor.
How did you choose that
response?

Closed-Ended Questions 

Are we meeting today?
Have you established a budget for
this project?
Will we know when the project
has   reached a successful
conclusion?
How many people will be involved
with our work together?
Did you like the preliminary draft
we provided?
Are you ready to get started?



ASK MORE AND BETTER QUESTIONS
Low-Gain  Questions

We completed the first phase
of the needs assessment, with
 this team a few months ago. 
 Why are we going to work
 with this team again?
How many people will be          
involved in the project this      
time?
Does the team understand      
what is involved with working
on this project?
Is the team open to
continuing  our work
together?

High-Gain  Questions

How does the work of this team
contribute to the overall goals of
the project?
Describe in detail what is getting in
the way of our achieving results?
How will your team benefit from
our completing this project on time?
What is the impact of our not
achieving the goals set before us?
How will we measure success?



ASK MORE AND BETTER QUESTIONS

Initial Impressions & Getting To Know

If you had only one minute with someone, what three things would you tell them
about this job?
How did you learn about this topic? Where do you go to learn more?
What do you wish someone would have told you when you were learning?
What would it cost the organization if no one learns this material or learns it badly?
Who is really good at this job? What makes them so good at it?
If you had it to do it again, what would you do differently in this job to help you learn
more effectively?
What kind of things did you find difficult? How did you overcome them? 
What are the most common mistakes people make in this role? What is the impact of
those mistakes? 



ASK MORE AND BETTER QUESTIONS

The Details

Please give me an example of…
<some of the skills being covered>
Tell me a story about….
Describe a typical day in the life of
someone….
Talk me through a scenario when
you….
What key decisions do you make
when you are doing the job well?
Talk me through them and explain
each step.

Focus In

What has been your best success to-
date? How did it happen?
What is the worst mistake you believe
you’ve made? What do you think led
to it and how did you recover?
Once you knew how to do the job, how
do you get better at it?
Who did you learn the most from?
Why is this the person you learned
most from? How did you both manage
to do this successfully?



IN CONCLUSION

Working effectively with subject matter experts is absolutely
critical for instructional designers and learning professionals
who want to be successful. We simply cannot do our jobs
without them. SMEs bring the content to life and provide both
relevance and context. By recognizing each of the seven SME
archetypes, and adjusting your approach to knowledge
gathering and communication appropriately, you will accomplish
your project goals more quickly while enjoying a more
productive working relationship.
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