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1 About this workbook

Business or technical communicators will be writing within a ‘discourse community’, that is, a group of people with specific expectations and conventions. These include managers, clients, subject matter experts and readers, each working for specific organisations within a particular industry. Having acknowledged that such a community of interest exists, it is part of your job to find out what its features are and how these should be taken into account in the planning and writing processes. Even if you are very familiar with the needs and expec​tations of an audience you often write for, it is still worth revisiting your knowledge: people change overtime, and technology can affect them in different ways.

Focus

Workbook 1c, Audience Analysis, introduces the main factors that you need to consider in analysing an audience. It follows the key principles of documentation as identified in the BS ISO/IEC 6592 Standard (2000, p3): 

The primary principle of documenting should be to identify all types of users… Having identified all of the different types of users…, it is then necessary to think about their information needs. Different end-user audiences will have different information needs, and different developer audiences will also have different needs, depending on the tasks they will perform. The information should then be translated into a set of ‘information items’. 

The workbook reviews issues and practices for a range of different audience types. It aims to encourage you to think of a successful document as one designed for a readership, rather than one designed solely with content in mind. 

Aims

When you have finished working through this workbook, you will be able to:

· describe the main factors that allow a professional communicator to take the role of a reader

· recognise the key features which determine the usability of documents

· distinguish between initial, primary and secondary audiences

· identify reader variables that must be taken account in writing

· use an audience analysis worksheet

· adapt materials for different audiences

· use a range of writing techniques oriented towards readers’ needs. 

2 Taking a reader-centred approach

This chapter focuses on the importance of following a reader-centred approach to developing documentation. A key element of this approach is the ability to identify the readers’ concerns and expectations. Why do this? De Jong and Lentz (1996) reported on a fascinating project whereby they asked technical writers to predict the problems that readers would encounter with a brochure, and then asked readers to identify problems with the brochure. The technical writers only predicted a small proportion of the problems, and in addition, there was little agreement among the technical writers. This project clearly suggests that obtaining readers’ views is essential if technical documents are to fulfil their purpose.

There are methods that technical and business communicators may use to identify readers’ needs and concerns, including a five-stage approach to developing role-taking skills, as a means to produce documents that are better targeted. It also examines how a reader-centred approach can be translated into choices in document design that influence document usability.

Communicating with readers

In business and technical environments, the job of a professional communicator is to:

· facilitate the transfer of information between groups of people, such as product designers and users, or engineers and maintenance staff

· make the recipients of information proficient in their understanding of technology and more efficient in their jobs. 

As Flower and Hayes note (1981, p.49):

It seems almost axiomatic that if writing is a communicating process, the writer needs to recognise the other side of the equation, the reader. And if writing is a problem-solving process, a writer needs some goal, such as a reader, towards which to plan. 

A writer will not fulfil his or her function if the people he or she is communicating with don’t understand the document. A document may be technically accurate in every way, but if the readers who are supposed to be able to use it for certain specific purposes can’t do so, the writer hasn’t succeeded in his or her task as professional communicator. Levitt (1986), in a business context, puts it like this:

The view that an industry is a customer-satisfying process, not a goods-producing process, is vital for all businessmen [sic] to understand. An industry begins with the customer and his needs, not with a patent, a raw material, or a selling skill. Given the customer’s needs, the industry develops backwards, first concerning itself with the physical delivery of customer satisfaction. Then it moves back further to creating the things by which these satisfactions are in part achieved. How these materials are created is a matter of indifference to the customer, hence the particular form of manufacturing, processing, or what have you, cannot be considered as a vital aspect of the industry. 

In this respect, producing technical documents should be no different. While it is true that a text can written to satisfy a regulation and is seldom read, most documents are written to be read and to satisfy an information need. A project may require you to write the first type of document, but as a commu​nicator, you have the responsibility to ensure that readers’ needs and expecta​tions are taken into account as much as possible. As Chandler (1995) notes, “a text cannot speak for itself: it needs a reader as well as a writer”. 

The poor reputation of tech​nical information often stems from such a lack of respect for readers’ needs. As you have seen in Workbook 1b, The Communicator’s Tasks, this may breach codes of ethical practice.

· Key reading

To consider the particular ethical issues involved in designing information that meets specific audience needs, read Allen and Voss (1997) Chapter 11 ‘Social responsibility  means serving the user is not enough – we must also protect’, pp.257-277, in Ethics in Technical Communication: Shades of Gray, Wiley.

To try and explain why it can be difficult to communicate effectively with readers, it is worth examining three factors:

· discourse community

· genre

· writer’s standpoint on the nature of readers.

Readers in context: discourse community

Professional communicators face a particular difficulty in designing information products, which can be summarised in terms of their position in relation to a “discourse community”. It is worth explaining this concept, to understand the challenge inherent to business and technical communication. Swales (1990, pp.24-27) identifies the following features of discourse communities:

1) a discourse community has a broadly agreed set of common public goals

2) a discourse community has mechanisms of intercommunication among its members 

3) a discourse community uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to provide information and feedback

4) a discourse community utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the communicative furtherance of its aims

5) in addition to owning genres, a discourse community has acquired some specific lexis (terminology, acronyms, technical concepts)

6) a discourse community has a threshold level of members with a suitable degree of relevant content and discoursal expertise.

· Optional reading

To develop your understanding of the concept of ‘discourse community’, read Swales J.M. (1990) Chapter 2 ‘The concept of discourse community’, pp.21-32, in Genre Analysis: English in Academic and Research Settings, Cambridge University Press.

You may well write for people who belong to the same community as you do, but most professional communicators will be communicating across a knowledge boundary to members of another community. If you consider your own position, you may find that you seldom write for people who share your goal and your lexis, even if you work in the same organisation. An example of this might writing a report making recommendations for technology or software updates: you may well be aware of the benefits you would derive from such an update, but the manager or accountant who is to authorise the update is unlikely to share your language, let alone your viewpoint. 

Difficulties are usually easier to identify when the communication takes place across a boundary between discourse communities. For example, a community of accoun​tants and financial advisers will have their own language and knowledge, and will be keen to see it reflected in the software they buy; they will not care for the niceties of software design. In this situation, the challenge for the professional communicator will be double, in the sense that they will have to communicate with the software team to understand the software functionality, and with the intended users to understand their business processes. Add to this the fact that professional communicators form a discourse community of their own (with its own goals, language and practices); it is hardly surprising that technical or business documents are sometimes difficult to produce – and to understand.

Documents in context: genre

Central to the definition of “discourse community” is the notion of “genre”. Genres can be defined as “single types of texts through repeated use in situations perceived as similar” (Bazerman 1994, cited in Brasseur 2003, p.8). To find out whether different documents can be grouped into a genre, Swales (1990, p.260) provides the following analytical benchmarks: audience expectations, communicative purpose, form, and structure; he defines them as “classes of communicative events” (ibid). 

A genre is also a dynamic ‘social’ entity: 

· it evolves in response to the needs and aims of communication participants within a specific situation

· it allows communication participants to report on their thoughts and experiences in a way that gives them coherence and meaning

· it brings together sets of practices (documentary, reporting, decision-making, to name a few)

· it stabilizes such practices (but may well destabilise them if circumstances change)

· it defines who can and who cannot use the genre (for example if people are not trained to use it, or if their status would be threatened if they did use it).

For example, a genre may be that of ‘consultancy report’, or ‘on-line help’, or may be something smaller, a document component such ‘graph’ or ‘chart’. Though such visual genres are identifiable by sets of conventions, Brasseur (2003, p.7) points out that:

a graph cannot be understood simply by perceiving its special lines, shapes, colors, and other visual elements. It can only be understood by a human being or group of human beings operating within a particular social structure. 

In other words, a genre does call for a specific kind of literacy if it is to be understood by people who do not belong to the same discourse community as the author. Even visual communication is subject to this sort of limitation.

· SAQ 1 Discourse community

Using Swales’ classification, examine your own communicative situation in relation to the audience of your documents. Then identify possible challenges to effective communi​ca​tion, and consider how your documents are seeking to address these.

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

· Optional reading

If you want to explore the concept of genre further, read Swales J.M. (1990) Chapter 3 ‘The concept of genre’, pp.33-67, in Genre Analysis: English in Academic and Research Settings, Cambridge University Press.

For an examination of how the concept of genre is applied in the workplace and shapes relations between discourse communities, read one of:

· Winsor D.A. (2000) ‘Ordering work: blue-collar literacy and the political nature of genre’, Written Communication, vol. 17, pp.155-184

· Kain D.J. (2005) ‘Constructing genre: a Threefold Typology’, Technical Communication Quarterly, Autumn 2005, vol. 14, no. 4, pp.375-410.

The writer’s standpoint

The view that the writing process as social activity, where people receive and create meaning, is not shared by everyone. There is an attitudinal spectrum towards meaning-making using documents and the centrality of readers in the process of meaning-making: at one extreme, readers are viewed as ‘sponges’ who unconditionally accept meaning contained in a document; at the other, readers take different stances in response to meaning, based on their experience, attitudes and purposes. Chandler (1995) identifies the positions on the spectrum in the following way.

· Objectivism – determinate meaning

Exponents of such a philosophy consider that meaning is ‘contained in’ the text, and must be ‘extracted’ by readers. Such a model of communication is ‘transmissive’: meaning is seen as something which can be ‘transmitted’ from a ‘sender’ to a passive ‘receiver’. 

· Constructivism – negotiated meaning

For other people, meaning is created in the interplay between reader and text. To put it another way, meaning is neither completely predetermined nor completely open, but is subject to certain constraints. The model of communication becomes more of a process of ‘negotiation’ or ‘construction’.

· Subjectivism – completely ‘open’ interpretation

For theorists at this extreme position of the spectrum, meaning exists entirely in its interpretation by readers. Research work in cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics, and ‘reader-response criticism’ in literary theory, have helped reveal the creative activity of the readers who can choose to accept, modify, ignore or reject meanings.

It is very unlikely that a professional communicator can take a purely objectivist position. In fact, he or she may be well advised not to do so, as this model of the writer-reader relationship has been progressively discredited by a variety of important theorists. It does persist in some professional settings because of its apparent ease of use, even though it fails to examine communication context, communication effectiveness and ethics.

As for the subjectivist viewpoint, it may be tempting to dismiss it as extreme, particularly since one can expect far less active interpretation from readers of a business or technical document than from readers of a poetry anthology! However, it has something to offer to professional communicators. You may have come across business documents that lead to hilarity rather than to their intended purpose (the Plain English Campaign trades on this for much of its popular appeal). We know that experienced users will use information in ways that we can’t predict. We have all heard of email messages being diverted from their original purposes by unscrupulous or careless recipients, sometimes with deleterious consequences. Another less dramatic example might be a satiric film or book that can be enjoyed by children and adults alike, though for very different reasons; in such cases, the reader’s purposes are at least as important as the author’s intentions.

Subjectivism has a role to play because it allows professional communicators to focus on readers’ understanding and behaviour, which can become extremely complex to analyse when people take on different roles with a variety of media. For example, think of a radio listener who is prompted by an item of news to send an email to the radio station, or to leave a message on their telephone answering services; he or she may also then consult the printed press or a website to find out more. He or she was first a listener, but then took on a variety of other roles, more or less proactive, using a variety of media, to reach a personal conclusion regarding the news item. Hill (2003) identifies some of that complexity in her editorial note to the ‘Media Reception: Issues and Practice’ conference on European Doctoral Research:

In the words of Professor Dominique Pasquier, ‘reception never ends’, and audiences continue to engage with and respond to the media long after the actual moment of reception. The idea that media reception never ends poses a challenge for media scholars as they struggle to observe and understand and analyse the social experience of media reception. Perhaps one of the most challenging aspects of contemporary media reception studies is the categorisation of audiences as television viewers, as radio listeners, as internet users, and as media consumers. The very nature of being a viewer, or listener, or user or consumer is open to interpretation by media scholars and media audiences. If someone watches the news on television, and uses the digital interactive features of the television news bulletin, and visits the website associated with the television channel how can we categorise their media reception experience? When media and communication scholars research the social experience of media reception, they are faced with many challenging issues related to the rapidly changing environment that is media reception. Thus, much contemporary research in media reception, whether this is research in reception policy, the political economics of reception, or empirical quantitative and qualitative research, is about the changing experience of being a viewer, or internet user, or media consumer, or all of the above..

You might want to consider your own experiences in the workplace, and the different roles you adopt and the media you consult, and how you appropriate meaning (or not).

· Optional reading

If you are interesting in exploring the relation between text and ‘reality’, read Soffer O. (2005) ‘The Textual Pendulum’, Communication Theory, August 2005, vol. 15, pp.266-291. This article describes the shift in perceptions of the relationship between text and knowledge from the Middle Ages to our current post-modern era.

Methods to analyse audiences

To write well-targeted documents, professional communicators need to analyse audiences and their needs before coming up with solutions (text-based, visual, on-line, to name but a few) that will address those needs. Schriver identifies three distinct methods that document designers can use to analyse audiences (1997, pp.152-163):

	method
	details

	classification driven
	this method involves profiling an audience using demo​graphics (age, education, income) and psychographics (values, attitudes, habits); though it forces writers to think systematically about readers, this method focuses exclusively on similarities between readers

	intuition driven
	writers visualise their audience and use a mental construct of imagined readers to select textual and graphic cues and conventions; though it encourages writers to find “visual and rhetorical moves that resonate with readers”, this method doesn’t help writers to check the imaged reader against a real person

	feedback driven
	writers invite the audience to parti​ci​pate in evaluating documents or products, so that models of readers are based on observation, listening and feedback, rather than imagination; though it encourages writers to consider how readers interpret their texts, this method may generate a wealth of data, some of which won’t lead to direct improvements


Though the first and second methods have obvious limits, they still form a valuable starting point, particularly if writers don’t have easy access to the audience, so this workbook explores different ways of finding about readers based on these methods. The third method is clearly the most reader-centred, as it relies on techniques, such as observation, interviews and question​naires, to gather people’s thoughts and opinions. These are described in Workbook 1c, Information Gathering.

· Key reading

For an account of three methods that document designers may use to analyse audiences, read Schriver (1997) Chapter 3 ‘How documents engage readers’ thinking and feelings’, pp. 151-207, in Dynamics in Document Design: Creating Texts for Readers, Wiley .

It is worth putting the use of these methods in context, particularly the time and budget restrictions that affect most documentation projects. Hackos notes (1994 pp.119-120):

Audience analysis is one of the most widely accepted parts of the publications planning process and one of the least effectively performed. Audience analysis sits in the heart of a fundamental controversy between publications specialists and others in organi​zations. The controversy revolves around a very significant question:

Do technical writers need to have direct contact with users to write effective documents?

Though her perspective is that of the project manager, Hackos answers ‘yes’ to this question, and uses the following arguments to justify her response:

· a better understanding of audience needs may help reduce publication costs, for instance, if it is found that a shorter, well targeted document will support readers more effectively than a comprehensive A to Z of product features

· direct knowledge of audience characteristics would permit the publication team to argue more effectively for the learning needs of the audience

· the team would gain specialised information about the audience that isn’t necessa​rily relevant to the needs of other development groups (such as software engineers or other product engineers)

· the team could contribute to everyone’s better understanding of user characte​ristics and requirements

· if the team works alongside trainers or is likely to produce a range of documents for the same audience, costs for audience analysis could be spread across projects.

(Adapted from Hackos 1994, p.122)

If you find that your clients or managers reluctant to let you to carry out site visits and meet the eventual readers of the documents, you may have to resort to methods such as role-taking and audience analysis worksheets (described in the next chapter), in order to build a clearer picture of the intended readership.

Developing role-taking abilities

Understanding the people for whom you are writing involves to some extent being able to take on their roles – being able to put yourself in your readers’ place and anticipate their needs and expectations. 

Flavell (1968) suggests that there are five stages in the development of role-taking abilities:

	stage
	activity

	1. existence
	acknowledge that a specific discourse community may have thoughts, perspectives, perceptions, and feelings that differ from your own

	2. need
	recognise that the discourse situation calls for audience analysis

	3. knowledge
	know how to carry out this analysis

	4. maintenance
	know how to maintain your awareness of the audience, especially if it differs significantly from your own point of view

	5. application
	know how to apply this knowledge


Stage 1, existence, may sound like stating the obvious. However, writers often imagine their readers as mirror images of themselves (a limitation of the intuition driven method for audience analysis), and assume that their readers have the same range of interests and level of enthusiasm for their topic as they do. In most professional contexts however, readers will want to use the information you provide to meet needs different from the writer’s. For example, in industrial organisations, you can predict as a general rule that the higher up the managerial scale your readers are, the more their interests will be focused on the commercial implications of a report, rather than on the technical how and why.

A role-taking example

What do these role-taking abilities mean in a ‘real-life’ situation? This section works through an example to illustrate the five-stage approach presented in the table above. 

[image: image3.wmf]A technical communicator with an electronic engineering back​ground is used to writing fairly sophisticated maintenance manuals for radar equipment and defence systems. Because staff are thin on the ground and there is a rush job on, he finds himself with the humble task of writing a set of instructions for data-input operators who need to learn a new system which will speed up their output. Two approaches are possible. A product-centred approach is outlined briefly below, but the main focus of the role-taking example is to show the benefits of adopting a reader-centred approach based on the five-stage model.

The limitations of a product-oriented approach

A product-oriented approach to this writing task might emphasise the sophistication of the equipment compared with that which it has replaced, expressed in technical terms about memory, optional devices, interfaces, and so on. Instructions would assume familiarity with the names of the parts of the new product and with the processes it is capable to performing. A technical communicator who is used to writing for technical people is in danger of getting into the habit of using the same style, of pitching information at the same high level, in all situations. The resulting set of instructions may well be of little or no use to the operators who need straightforward, non-technical directions about what to do.

The benefits of adopting a reader-centred approach

How would you use the five stages of the role-taking plan to forestall some of the disadvantages of a product-oriented approach? 

Existence

Start by acknowledging that data-input operators are different from electronic engineers, the usual audience. Obvious differences such as education, age, gender, and daily tasks might spring to mind. You might also wonder about how the operators will receive the new system, and about any incon​ve​nience it is likely to create, both for the operators and the people for whom they produce reports. Workflow and work environment are therefore worth considering.

Need 

Having understood that this new audience is different from the usual audience and from the writer, you could make some predictions about the kinds of differences which could affect the writing and the reading of the instructions for the data-input operators.

· Level of technical expertise is the most obvious one: there will, clearly, be differing needs in terms of the type, amount and depth of information an electronic engineer and a data-input operator would want. 

· There are also more subtle differences. For example, what about attitude towards new technological develop​ments? Change is par for the course for engineers, while operators might experience the introduction of new equip​ment as threatening. If you are aware of this as a possibility, you can build reassurances into the instructions, and perhaps suggest ways of addressing the issue during training or briefing sessions. 

Knowledge

You need to know how to translate hunches about the audience into concrete form – to validate the predictions by analysis. Talking to users is the easiest way to do this. Other ways include finding out what sort of documents the audience are used to dealing with, so as to write within the conventions they are comfortable with. Perhaps most importantly, this will enable you to make that imaginative leap which puts you in the position of the readers in order to anticipate the problems they may encounter.

Maintenance 

Having been through the first three steps, you need to keep in mind what you have learned while you are planning and writing the actual set of instructions. You must also be prepared to suppress any prejudices or, even more dangerous, feelings of superiority. 

When writing for an audience with less knowledge of a subject than you have, don’t fall into the trap of assuming the audience is stupid, and of writing in patronising language for them. Simple doesn’t mean stupid in writing styles.

Application

Knowing how to write for a specific audience, having discovered who they are, is what much of the rest of this workbook is about. Read on!

One thing worth pointing out is that audience analysis is not done solely for the benefit of the audience. Writers find that asking questions about readers is a good generator of ideas about both content and approach. So the next time you are chewing the end of your pencil because ideas have dried up, use questions about your audience as prompts to get you going again. Thinking about readers forces writers to explore their topic more fully, and from a different perspective than their own.

· Optional reading 

To find out more about the ways in which technical communicators deal with the challenges of audience analysis, read Hovde M.R. (2000) ‘Tactics for building images of audience in organizational contexts: an ethnographic study of technical communicators’, Journal of Business & Technical Communication, October 2000, Vol. 14, Issue 4, pp. 395-444.

Using findings to create usable text

Adopting a reader-centred approach means more than just finding out about the users. The design of a document will need to be the direct expression of the results of the investigation into reader needs. So a reader-centred document is likely to be one that readers find usable. 

Put simply, a usable document is one that users find helpful and will want to use. If you assume that users generally don’t wish to use documents (a significant problem for technical publi​cations), usable documents will be those which users are at least willing to use, and by which they are able to solve efficiently the problems they have.

Hackos and Redish (1998) studied the impact of audience and task analyses when designing computer interfaces, and identified a number of factors that influence the usability of interfaces – factors could also apply to the design of paper-based documen​ts. They consider that interfaces will be usable (1998, pp.6-7) if they:

· reflect workflows that are familiar or comfortable for the users

· support the users’ learning styles

· are compatible in the users’ working environments

· encompass a design concept that is familiar to the users

· have a consistency of presentation that makes them appear reliable and easy to learn

· use language and illustrations that are familiar to the users or are easy to learn.

The above list may appear fairly generic at first glance, but is discussed in greater detail in the body of their book, User and Task Analysis for User Interface. Its value lies in stressing the impor​tance for interface designers (and by extension, for technical writers involved in interface design) to be aware of readers’ contexts of work. For instance, a detailed analysis would elucidate what ‘familiar’ and ‘easy to use’ mean for users working in a particular context. 

Toms (1982) offers a detailed list of points to consider in order to improve document usability, based around three main factors listed in the table below. Although Toms is concerned only with paper-based computer documentation, the factors he enumerates apply much more widely to the usability of technical information in general:

	factor
	depends on

	retrievability
	the topics covered (e.g. are they the topics which users need to know?) the organisation of topics 

the quality of the table of contents, the index and other avenues into the document

the use of labelling, signposts, and pointers to other information (e.g. accuracy of cross-references)

the relationship with other documents (e.g. does the document depend on other documents for essential information?)

	understandability
	the writing style, including the use of appropriate glossary and definitions

presentation, including layout, figures and symbols

	appropriateness
	technical completeness

technical accuracy

level of detail


Chapters 4 and 5 of this workbook cover these topics in some detail, and you will find more detailed information in other workbooks in Year 1 of the MATC course.

· Optional reading

The list of factors affecting document usability is kept deliberately simple, as this is not the focus of this workbook and you will examine these issues in depth later in the course. However, if you need a detailed list of textual and design elements that can be subjected to usability testing, read Porter and Coggin (1995) Chapter 14 ‘Usability testing and validation’, pp.257-232, in Research Strategies in Technical Communication, Wiley.

Review

In this chapter you have learned that:

· all writing is written for people; people, not the topic, should be your main motivator when creating plans for documentation

· technical and business communicators need to recognise that their readers have different needs and expectations from themselves

· role-taking, that is to say, imagining yourself in your readers’ shoes, is one way of increasing understanding about an audience

· documentation usability depends on how appropriate information is and on how easily it can be retrieved and understood.

3 Analysing audiences

This chapter aims to help you explore the various roles and attitudes that readers can adopt, to ensure that your documents are carefully targeted. One of the first distinc​tions to make is between primary and secondary readers, as this has a significant impact on the information and style you will use in your documents. You will then need to refine your audience analysis to consider audience variables such as demogra​phic, attitudinal and environmental constraints. Understanding how readers approach text is also key to developing a documentation strategy that will meet their needs. The chapter provides an audience analysis worksheet which you may find useful to record you findings when surveying target audiences.

Primary and secondary audiences

Analysing your audience may suggest to you a variety of audience groupings. One of the most obvious you can make is between primary and secondary audiences.

Primary audiences

The primary audience is the person or group of people for whom your document is specifically written. The primary audience for an instruction booklet for installing and using a video player is the owner or user. The primary audience for maintenance procedures for a radar system is those technicians who will do the work. 

Quite often, a particular member of the primary audience will be your ‘initial audience’ or initial reader. This person may be a ‘gatekeeper’ for your document, that is, he or she may determine who your document will go to, and so decide for you who the actual readership is. In such cases, it is important to identify that initial reader and target him or her specifically with your document – without forgetting the needs of the primary audience. Often, but not always, the initial reader will be the client who commissioned the document.

There is invariably one person to whom a completed document will be delivered. This is your ‘immediate audience’, through whom you transmit your information to your primary and secondary audiences. It is likely to be a supervisor who will check your work for accuracy. The expectations of this person have to be borne in mind too.

Secondary audiences

The secondary audience is all the other people who are likely to read the document, such as engineers and managers who are indirectly affected by the information. These people must implement a decision that is made, may benefit when proper procedures are followed, or may review the policy implications of what you have written.

A secondary audience will read documents for different reasons. For instance, users of video players don’t need a mass of technical detail about the working of the machine. However, any technical references including the supporting documentation must be accurate – a secondary audience of technical experts will be aware of any corners you have cut or misrepresentations you have made while describing the equipment.

The relationships between the writer and the various readers can be summarised thus:
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A case study

As part of the design of this course, the course team undertook a survey of technical writing organisations to find out the needs and activities of profes​sional writers. The report containing the survey results was aimed primarily at fellow academics, as an aid to course planning and design. However, a potential secondary audience for this document was the technical writers who would be likely to read the report. If we hadn’t borne in mind this secondary audience, the tone of the report would have been somewhat different – one academic talking to others. It would probably have been less formal than it turned out, and might have included more theoretical material than the final draft did.

Awareness of the audience also influenced the way the course materials were written. For example, the workbooks have to be accurate in terms of the professional experience they discuss, and use the terms of the trade precisely. Academic jargon was minimised so as not to exclude the primary audience (technical writers in this case) while satisfying the secondary audience (academics) about the credentials of the course. 

· Key reading

There are many other different ways of analysing and understanding audiences. For a review of the possible meaning of the word ‘audience’, read Windahl et al. (1992) Chapter 14 ‘The audience’, pp.157-190, in Using Communication Theory: an Introduction to Planned Communication, Sage.

Audience variables

In trying to find out about and speculate about audiences, you need to consider the following features. 

	features
	type of information

	demographic
	details you can find out or predict about the audience which are fairly stable – such as age, gender, occupation, education, language,  cultural background

	attitudinal
	beliefs, values and biases which may affect readers’ response to your document (this is harder to find out about, but demo​graphic features can help predict attitudes to a certain extent)

	experiential
	prior experience of the technology: extensive, brief or non-existent; positive or negative; familiar with concepts but in a different context

	environmental
	external factors which affect the audience’s purpose for reading your document; for example, their reason for reading, the time they have available, and their familiarity with the subject matter.


Demographic features

You need to know about an audience’s demographic features because these will help you gauge their likely attitudes about what is in a document and the way in which it is presented.

Ideally, you should go out and talk to the readers, find out about them at first hand. Assumptions based on demographic characteristics alone tend to end up being stereo​typical and therefore of limited value. For example, many textbooks on communi​cation skills advise readers that older people tend to be conservative in their views and less amenable to change than younger ones, that women and men have different interests, (e.g. women relate better to a narrative structure where men prefer the ‘logic’ of a documentary presentation). Be careful about invoking stereotypes based on people’s age, gender or ethnic background. 

Occupation and education are more reliable guidelines. The job a person works in tells you quite a lot about their abilities and interests. Knowing how long people have spent in formal education is also an indicator of the sophistication of their vocabulary and conceptual skills.

International or multicultural audiences

Nationality and/or cultural background may need to be taken into account if you are writing documents that will be available across the world, either in an ‘international’ format or in a ‘local’ format. When writing for a multicultural audience: 

· limit your vocabulary 

· keep sentences short

· use the active voice whenever possible

· define abbreviations and acronyms in a glossary

· avoid jargon unless you know that your readers are familiar with it

· avoid idioms, sayings and clichés as they usually don’t translate well, if at all

· use graphics carefully and avoid embedding labels within graphics (as this will mean a new graphic for each target language)

· have the document reviewed by someone from the target culture

· be aware that non-native English speakers usually do not know about common mistakes that English-speakers make (such as ‘it’s’ for ‘its’ or ‘their’ for ‘there’)

· never omit words (such as articles or relative pronouns); though omitting words can be acceptable and clear for an English-speaking readership, this can make meaning unclear

· work with translators to learn about the general characteristics of the target language(s) in which your document will be translated, and their impact on document design.

· Optional  reading

If your documents or websites are aimed at international audiences, and you need to find out more about international communication issues, consult any of the following texts.

· Hoft (1995) International Technical Communication, Wiley. This book aimed specifically at technical communicators, and contains both practical advice and an overview of various cultural theories.

· Bosley D.S. (2001) Global Contexts: Case Studies in International Technical Communication, Allyn and Bacon. This book discusses solutions to a variety of inter​national communi​ca​tion issues and usefully complements the previous title. This book is valuable for technical writers anywhere because of the quality of the analyses and solutions proposed. 

· Frascara J. (2000) ‘Information design and cultural difference’, Information Design Journal, vol. 9, no. 2/3, pp.119-127; this article articulate some of the individual and cultural factors that affect human cognition, and their implication for design practice

· Guirdham M. (1999) Communicating across Cultures, Macmillan. This book is aimed at a general audience, and covers face-to-face communication rather than written commu​nication, taking into account both practical issues and theoretical background. Chapter 6 ‘Barriers to communicating across cultures’, pp.158-191, may be particularly useful.

· Gudykunst W.B. and B. Mody (eds) (2002) Handbook of International and Intercultural Communication, Sage. This book is more focused on research and theoretical perspec​tives, and would be ideal for any one wanting to focus their dissertation project on international and intercultural issues.

· Language & Communication, special issue on ‘Multilingualism and diasporic populations – Spatializing practices, institutional processes, and social hierarchies’, vol 25, no. 3

If you are interested in international communication issues, localisation of content may be an issue you need to address. For useful ideas with this complex task, read:

· Esselink B. (2002) A Practical Guide to Localisation, John Benjamins

· del Galdo E.M. and J. Nielsen (eds) (1996) International User Interfaces, Wiley.

Attitudinal features

Biases and preferences are built into people’s professional knowledge as much as they are built into their views about ‘the meaning of life’. An engineer may recognise that a new material is better for a particular job, but will still prefer the old one he or she has always used because it is familiar and may be slightly easier to handle. 

When trying to assess audience attitudes, ask yourself a few questions.

· Will readers be hostile/sceptical/enthusiastic/interested/indifferent to the topic?

· What are their present beliefs/policies about my material?

· Will my proposals seem to condemn or condone previous decisions and practices?

· Will all readers have the same attitudes or will there be a range?

· how will readers perceive you, the technical communicator? For instance, engineers and scientists may see you as a necessary evil, forever asking questions and taking up time they should be spending on ‘real’ work. 

For example, people have different reactions to the medium of communication. Some people may loathe the telephone and prefer messages in writing; others may be used to reading their information on-line and find paper copies a nuisance. If you suspect the reader of your report is someone who abhors reading reports, you have to take this on board in your planning and writing. Make the report attractive and easy to read – grab your readers’ attention from the outset so as to distract them from concern about the medium.

Sensitivity to these kinds of attitudinal features, however irrational they may be, is important for professional communicators. You can’t condemn or remove people’s prejudices, but you can minimise their interference in communication by choosing content, style and format that recognise and address the attitudes of your readers.

Pitching the message

You need to think about the readers’ intellectual capacity. At what rate will your readers be able to absorb information? This depends not only on the amount of knowledge they have about your subject, but also on their skills as readers and on their familiarity with the format of the document.  

You also need to make some predictions about how fast or how slowly you should give information to the readers. Going too slowly and spreading the information too thinly between chunks of repetition and padding will bore readers. Going too fast will leave them exhausted and unable to assimilate the details you are bombarding them with.

What about you?

Just think of your own attitudes and beliefs about certain groups of people, to see how bias and preconceptions can interfere with the communicative process. Do you resent people in authority, whether or not they throw their weight around? Do you have an in-built mistrust of politicians and salespeople? Do you think of technicians as unsophisticated boffins, or of academics as living in ivory towers, apart from the real world? If you hold any of these kinds of prejudices, your readers probably hold just as many.

There is a danger that a professional communicator will know the importance of the material he or she is working with, but will therefore assume that readers will also instantly recognise that importance. Put yourself in the readers’ shoes. Why should readers bother with your report? Why should your manual be more helpful than any of the previous turgid and unhelp​ful handbooks some readers have struggled with? You can’t expect your document to speak instantly of its importance to any reader. So you must consider ways of ensuring that readers will make those initial wary steps into the document, which you can then build upon. 

Document design is very important in this context, and you will return to these issues in Module 2, Information Design. For the moment, ensure that you have a good under​standing of your prospective readers. Talk to them, observe them if possible, to find out their attitudes to your work and proposed material. Survey them to discover what the prevalent opinions are, and identify whether there is any variation in the range of those opinions. You will find more information on how to do this in Workbook 1d, Information Gathering.

· SAQ 2 Writing for technical experts

The audience for the following extract is technical experts (from Turk and Kirkman 1989, pp.29-30).

In recent years since the second world war, a proliferation of the sizes and type of aluminium conductor utilised in overhead electric power lines has occurred. An attempt is made in this article to provide a guide to the range now available to the designer of lines. For super-tension transmission lines, increasing voltages, heavier current, and longer lines have introduced demands for conductors having greater diameter, larger cross-sectional area, and increased strength, the emphasis on one or other of these factors being variable in accordance with the function for which each particular line is erected.

The production of phase conductors having a high degree of capacitance and a lower level of reactance can be achieved by the utilisation of bundles of two, three and four conductors, which practice usually reduces radio influence and corona loss to levels which are acceptable almost regardless of the route of the line. It is regrettable, however, that special problems are presented by conductors in bundle form in climates of an extreme nature, such as elevated altitudes or where ice loads or heavy winds are prevalent; and in all environments considerable accentuation of the mechanical problems presented by bundles occurs when the subconductors in the bundle are three or four in number rather than two. Thus, in spite of new developments in respect of bundling, a trend towards large diameter conductors continues to be evident.

Is the information given too rapidly or too slowly for the target audience? Explain what problems the unloading rate of information could cause. Rewrite the passage with a more appropriate unloading rate for the target audience.

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module. 

Experiential features

Another crucial factor in analysing an audience is their level of experience and knowledge with the subject matter you are documenting. While some professional communicators deal with experienced readers with a good background knowledge of the technology or business issue, others will deal with readers who have limited or non-existent knowledge. 

It is worth knowing a little about how problem-solving works to identify the key differences between these two groups of readers, and to design information accordingly. The notion of ‘problem’ itself can be quite complex: people need to know enough concepts, rules and principles to be able to describe the problem in the first place, in order to manipulate these concepts, rules and principles to solve the problem, thus moving from a problem state to a goal state. In other words, people need to understand and represent the problem clearly to themselves, before they can find a suitable solution to the problem. While experienced users have enough knowledge to define the problem, novices or intermediate users may well not be able to do so, which may make consulting any kind of information an arduous task indeed.  

Consider the seemingly simple task of copying a file from one directory to another. If people are not familiar with computers, their frame of reference for ‘copying’ will be making a written copy of an original or using a photocopier. Consequently, they may well expect that using the ‘copy’ function is all that is needed, and will be surprised when no copy of the document appears. The idea of ‘pasting’ needs to be explained. Once the idea of copying and pasting has been mastered, that principle can be used over and over again. The problem is relatively well-structured, and a simple rule or procedure can deal with it.

Users of technology unfortunately often have to deal with ‘ill-structured’ problems, that is, problems where the concepts, rules and principles can be organised in any number of ways, in order to identify a range of goal states which then need to be assessed. What users then need to do is construct mentally a ‘problem space’ where they can play with all the variables to come up with possible solutions. Without prior knowledge and experience of the techno​​logy, dealing with ill-structured problems can be very difficult: novices need to learn and remember a great deal of information before they can even start thinking in terms of analysing the problem and defining a solution. In addition to that, they have to learn how to use the equipment or software, and deal with a manual or on-line help that may not provide enough background information and case-study type information. 

It is of course very difficult to assess people’s problem-solving skills, but knowing something of users’ prior experiences can be useful. Providing background information is essential, and if possible, creating links with everyday experiences can help users understand the nature of the problem they are dealing with.

· Key reading

To find out more about problem solving, read the chapter on this topic in Module 4, Portfolio of Reflective Practice.

Environmental constraints

Thinking about readers entails considering the circumstances in which they will read a document. Are readers very busy and likely to be pushed for time? Where will they read – in an office with the phone off the hook, in a noisy machine room, or in a lab? And crucially: What will readers use the document for? Ask yourself questions such as:

· What is the purpose and function of the document? 

· Will the audience use it as a guide for action? 

· Is it intended as a repository for information? 

· Will they use it as a long-term or short-term aid?

· Will they use it as an aid under particular conditions?

 If your document is intended to get readers to act in a particular way, you will have to write it in a persuasive style, possibly in an imperative style. If it is simply a record of infor​ma​tion that will be used for reference, then it needs to be designed with that purpose in mind; for example, consider the best way to offer multiple routes into the document.

You also need to consider other questions. Will readers want to use the document over a long period, or does it have a short life span, such as a manual which is regularly updated? Will all of it be updated or only parts of it? If only parts, then which parts? How will they be identified? If readers want to use the document as a long-term aid, it will need to be more comprehensive than a short-term document, where too much detail would just be a burden.

· SAQ 3 Writing emergency notices

The example below shows part of a fire notice (cited in Hartley 1985, p.66). As you read it, consider under what conditions it is likely to be read, and how it may fail to communicate its message effectively. Then draft a revised version before checking Hartley’s impro​ve​ments, given in the feedback provided on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

ON DISCOVERING FIRE

1. Always raise the Alarm at once

It is of utmost importance that persons in a building which is on fire should be given warning. Use the fire alarms where there is one. Operating the fire alarm does not call the fire brigade so:

2. Always call the Fire Brigade at once, PO 9-999 or PAX 888

By Post Office telephone dial 9-999. If this is not possible use the Internal telephone and dial 888 (Porters Office, Keele Hall) or 508 (Porters Office, Chancellors Building). Give the correct address, which is:


Keele University


....................Block


....................Hall/Building

Make certain your message is understood.

3. Always evacuate the Building at once on hearing the alarm.

a. Senior staff present must take charge.

b. Close windows and doors.

c. Alert occupants of adjacent and opposite rooms.

d. Leave the building by nearest available door. Close doors as you go.

e. Assemble at ....................for roll-call.

4. Tackle a fire


- only after the preceding actions have been completed

- only if there is no personal risk

The nature of readers

Readers are sometimes thought of as receivers of information, who will sit  back and consume in the order it is presented. However, reading is not such a passive process. At the very least, some or all of your readers will engage in the following processes as they read:

· making assumptions

· realising expectations

· hunting for clues

· questioning your motives

· testing your document.

Making assumptions

Readers will make assumptions about what they are getting. These assumptions will depend on their knowledge and previous experience of relevant factors such as the writer, the writer’s organisation, documents of the same type, the work context, the topic area, and so on. Such assumptions may work in your favour. For example, a novice user will often assume that the writer of a manual knows every​thing there is to know about the area the manual covers, and therefore will trust what is said. Conversely, an experienced user is probably more aware of the errors that do creep into technical manuals, so be less willing to trust the writer. 

Realising expectations

Readers may have many expectations about the document and its context, many of which they will be unaware of. Some of these expectations are:

· fundamental to human communication, which no-one ever questions (e.g. a given document is intended to make sense)

· part of the psychological and perceptual training that readers have (e.g. an emboldened item is more important that normal text). 

· based on conventions (e.g. the reader will probably expect a manual to have a contents page and an index, because this is the norm for that type of document)

· derived from personal experience (e.g. readers who have only seen exploded diagrams in manuals they have used may expect all other manuals to contain them)

· conditioned by the particular context (e.g. if the cover of the manual says Reference Guide, users will probably expect a comprehensive document).

Technical communicators should be as informed as possible about readers’ expecta​tions at all these levels. This implies knowledge at many different levels, including:

· communication processes (covered in Workbook 1a)

· reader psychology and perception

· document conventions, styles and rules

· individual preferences and experience

· ways of guiding reader expectation.

Hunting for clues

In all but the simplest documents, the reader will be looking for ways to make sense of it. Whether the document contains problems or not, the reader will be actively looking for information about how it is meant to work and what it is meant to say. The clues readers seek depend on their assumptions, expectations and motivations, as well as the infor​mation the document actually offers.

So you should offer clues to your readers, as early as possible in the document, concerning its purpose, content and organisation. We use the word ‘clues’ deliberately. Sometimes the information is explicit, such as the introduction to a report that lays out its objectives, structure and content. However, a document will always contain some measure of other clues, such as in its format, presentation, title and language which give readers other clues about the kind of text that it is. 

· SAQ 4 Inferring readership from presentation clues

Examine the two document title pages below. What clues do they offer and what expectations do they trade on which will orient the readers before they read any of the content? When you’ve jotted down your ideas, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.
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Graphic design
for authors

by Angela McLondon



 School of Art and Design

Rothercaster College

South Yorkshire

Title page 1

A Report on Graphic Design for Authors

compiled by Dr A. McLondon


2nd October 1999

Rothercaster, South Yorkshire

Title page 2

Questioning your motives

If a document includes material which might have been excluded, excludes material which might have been included, or expresses in any way opinions, recommendations, proposals or beliefs, then readers are unlikely to receive information as objective or true. They will want to know the reason why information was included or excluded, the grounds for your opinions and the rationale for your proposals. Therefore, you should give the reasons within the document. The more complex or questionable the decision that underlies a particular statement, the more information is likely to be needed to support it. So forestall objections.

However, you will be unable to forestall all objections. For example, consider your own reactions to a form sent, say, by a credit card organisation or a rather vehement charity. While not all readers are naturally suspicious, most are curious. People don’t just listen to what is being said, they question it. So readers will always want to have answers to their questions, which may include the following.

· Why am I being sent this?

· What does the writer mean by X?

· How does the writer know Y?

Almost any internal document within an organisation will have a status as a piece of office politics. Outside an organisation, almost any document stands as an image of that organi​sation, its attitudes and objectives.

· SAQ 5 Audience attitude to information

Consider how recent television reporting of events in the former Yugoslavia have been accepted by TV viewers and radio listeners. Warfare provides an extreme example, but it is indicative of human dispositions. You might even conduct a little observation of how people behave when watching news broadcasts.

Do viewers believe everything they hear and see? What do they believe and what do they question? Why do they question it? When a politician comes on screen, do the viewers simply accept what he says, or are they more likely to look for hidden motives and objectives? When a reporter comments on events, do the viewers wonder whether information is censored, who will gain by that version of the facts, or do they simply accept what is said? Are the viewers satisfied with what they are told, or do they wish to know more?

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

Testing your document

Readers may not take your document at face value. Because of their expectations and assumptions, their knowledge of the topic, of previous documents of that type, and of the organisation your represent and so on, they may pit themselves against your document, reading it critically. For example, if readers are experts in the domain you are writing about, they may test the comprehensiveness or accuracy of the text. If your document is important from the perspective of safety, law or profitability, they may submit it to quality control checks of their own.

· Optional reading

To know more about cognitive psychology and perception, you could read Coe M. (1996) Human Factors for Technical Communicators, Wiley, which is a quite approachable book. 

Alternatively, read Eysenck, M.W. and Keane, M.T (2000) Cognitive Psychology: a Student’s Handbook, Psychology Press, for a more detailed study; this book is also quite useful if you have an interest in usability design and testing.

Using audience analysis worksheets

By writing down the results of an audience and task analyses, you both crystallise your ideas and have a record of your findings to refer to throughout the planning, drafting and revising stages of a writing project. These findings can also form part of what Hackos (1994, p.33) calls an “information plan”. The aims of this project document are to demonstrate to managers or clients that you conducted initial research thoroughly, considered alternatives, and presented a cogent argument for documents that will address readers’ needs.

You will find below several examples of audience analysis worksheets, which will help you summarise information gathered through a classification driven audience analysis. Consider using such worksheets for your writing tasks if you can’t interview readers.

	Document subject and purpose

	Readers
	name
	category
	audience purpose

	initial reader
	
	
	

	primary reader(s)
	
	
	

	secondary reader(s)
	
	
	

	external reader(s)
	
	
	

	Audience attitude and motivation

	i = initial   p = primary   s = secondary   e = external

(place each readership on the axis below)

	negative and unmotivated
	
	
	
	enthusiastic and motivated

	
	
	
	
	

	How can I persuade the primary audience to accept the recommendations in this document?

	Education

	Readers
	highest grade
	speciality
	theory
	practice

	primary reader(s)
	
	
	
	

	secondary reader(s)
	
	
	
	

	external reader(s)
	
	
	
	

	Professional experience and organisation role

	Readers
	job title
	years of experience
	familiarity with the subject

	primary reader(s)
	
	
	

	secondary reader(s)
	
	
	

	external reader(s)
	
	
	

	Environment where the material is most likely to be used

	Readers
	location
	level of distraction
	time constraints

	primary reader(s)
	
	
	

	secondary reader(s)
	
	
	

	external reader(s)
	
	
	


Figure 1: audience analysis worksheet (adapted from Burnett 1997, p.71)

· SAQ 6 Audience analysis worksheet

Select a writing task you are currently working on. Place yourself at the beginning of that task again, and complete an audience analysis worksheet for that project, based on the one shown in Figure 1. 

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

AUDIENCE PROFILE SHEET

Reader’s name: Harry Becker

Reader’s job title: Manager, Drafting and Design Department

Kind of reader: Primary
X
Secondary


Education: B.S., Architectural Engineering, Northwestern, 1989. CAD/CAM Short Course, 1989; Motivating Your Employees Seminar, 1991; Writing on the Job/ Short Course, 1994

Professional Experience: Worked for two years in a small architecture firm. Started here 12 years ago as a draftsperson. Worked his way up to Assistant Manager, then Manager. Instrumental in the Wilson project, particularly in coordinating personnel and equipment.

Job Responsibility: Supervises a staff of 12 draftspersons. Approves or denies all requests for capital expenditures over $2,000 coming from his department. Works with employees to help them make the best case for the purchase. After approving or denying the request, forwards it to Tina Buterbaugh, Manager, Finance Dept., who maintains all capital expenditure records.

Personal Characteristics: N/A

Personal Preferences: Likes straightforward documents, lots of evidence, clear structure. Dislikes complicated documents full of jargon.

Cultural Characteristics: Nothing unusual.

Attitude toward the Writer: No problems.

Attitude toward the Subject: He understands and approves of my argument.

Expectations about the Subject: Expects to see a clear argument with financial data and clear comparisons of available systems.

Expectations about the Document: Expects to see a report, with an executive summary, of about 10 pages.

Reasons for Reading the Document: To offer suggestions and eventually approve or deny the request.

Way of Reading the Document: 
Skim it

Study it

Read a portion of it

Which portion?

Modify it and submit it to another reader

Attempt to implement recommendations

Use it to perform a task or carry put a procedure

Use it to create another document

Other


Explain

Reading Skill: Excellent

Reader’s Physical Environment: N/A

Figure 2: audience profile sheet (designed by M. Markel, available at <http://www.bedfordstmartins.com/techcomm6e/content/forms/audeval.doc > accessed December 2003)

User Analysis

1. How much experience do users have with computers?

  
( new to computers   ( one year   ( 1-3 years   ( 3-5 years   ( more than 5 years 
       
( varies from new to 3 years

2. Do users consider themselves to be


( very knowledgeable and intuitive in working with computers


( fairly knowledgeable about computers but not intuitive 


( slightly knowledgeable about computers and willing to learn new programs


( slightly knowledgeable about computers but anxious about new programs


( anxious about working with computers


( not computer literate

3. How much experience do users have with the hardware?

  
( a lot    ( some    ( very little    ( none

4. How much experience do users have with the specific program being documented?

  
( a lot    ( some    ( very little    ( none

5. Do users have experience with software programs that are similar to those being documented?

  
( yes     ( no         ( if yes, what program(s)?

6. How do users like to learn new software programs?


( using a tutorial, then trying out the program


( reading a manual all the way through, then trying out the program


( skimming through the manual to get started, then trying out the program


( having someone to train him/her in using the program


( trying out the program and turning to the manual when stuck


( trying out the program, turning to someone else when stuck, turning to the manual as a last resort

7. How do users like to get help when they are working in a program

  
( try to work out the problem by him/herself    ( get help from someone else    

( look up the problem in the manual 

( use online help/wizard

8. Do users like to use a screen graphic to figure out what to do?

  
( yes     ( no        

9. How much theory or ‘nice to know’ information do users want 

  
( a lot    ( some    ( very little    ( none

10. How interested are users in learning a new program?

  
( a lot    ( some    ( very little    ( none

11. Under what conditions do users work on their computer? (check all that apply)

  
( alone in an office   
( at a stand-alone PC    
( have their own computer


( in a shared office
( as part of a LAN

( share a computer with one or two people

( in a bull pen setting 
( connected to a terminal
( share a computer with an office of people

12. How much time are users willing to spend to learn a new program?

 
( just enough to learn it    ( about an hour   ( less than an hour

13. What biases, preferences or expectations do users have?

Figure 3: User analysis sheet (designed by Boiarshy and Dobberstien 2003, p.535)
CUSTOMER PROFILE

Name:

Age: 

Occupation:

What the customer knows

Highest education

Length of time in current position

Length of time with this organisation

Computer usage (experience and frequency)

Internet usage (experience and frequency)

What the customer does

Duties (task types and frequency)

Reports to

Supervises

Notes

Other information

Social and leisure

Workplace issues

Motivation

Income

Purchasing habits

Disability

Figure 4: customer profile sheet (adapted from the form designed by G. Gaffney, available at <http://www.infodesign.com.au/ftp/UserProfile1.pdf > accessed December 2003)

· Key reading

For more advice on what to consider when building a reader profile, read Hackos and Stevens (1997) Chapter 2 ‘Learning about your users information needs’, pp.39-58 in Standards For Online Communication, Wiley.

· Optional reading

To expand your understanding of what a detailed audience analysis should cover, read Hackos and Redish (1998) Part 1 ‘Understanding the context of user and task analysis’ in User and Task Analysis for Interface Design, Wiley. Though their advice is geared to the design of a computer inter​face, it does also apply to the design of documentation. Redish and Hackos also suggest ways of making a needs analysis more acceptable to clients.

Review

The learning points of this chapter are as follows:

· break your audience into subsets and consider the needs of each, i.e. primary, secondary and immediate audiences

· when analysing demographic features, be careful not to generalise too widely as you may end up creating unrealistic stereotypes

· try to find out about your audience’s attitudes towards your subject matter so as to minimise any resistance they may feel, or to capitalise on their enthusiasms

· make sure that you choose an unloading rate which is suitable for the intellectual capacities and concentration spans of your readers.

· write your document so that it can be used in the way readers will want to use it

· use audience analysis worksheets to record your task and audience analyses.

4 Matching documents with audiences

This chapter reviews the four main groups of people who need technical information and who have enough common needs and expectations to be considered as types of audiences:

· managers

· technical experts

· technicians

· non-technical people.

You might also find yourself writing for mixed or unidentified audiences. 

This chapter outlines various strategies on how to write for all these groups.

Managers

Under the heading of managers comes a wide range of executives and administrators – people responsible for personnel management, budgeting and programme manage​ment. They share a number of characteristics that professional communicators should recognise and cater for in planning and designing documents:

· they are short of time

· they can probably understand basic principles of technical topics, and have some under​standing of technical terminology, but they are not technical experts

· they use technical documents to help them in decision making.

These features suggest three quite specific guidelines for writing for managers:

· focus on managerial implications, not technical details, as managers usually use technical information to make managerial, financial or adminis​tra​tive decisions; put technical details in appendices. Accordingly, highlight the infor​mation which is pertinent to this need. As part of your audience analysis try to identify the precise set of decisions your document will feed into.

· be concise and to the point; summarise the most important points at the beginning of your document (e.g. as a management summary)

· use technical terminology sparingly and explain terminology which is from within a specialised field; conversely, though, you aren’t addressing complete novices and must be careful not to adopt a patronising tone

Technical experts

Technical experts, sometimes called subject matter experts, will invariably be people with higher education qualifications and a number of years’ experience in their field. They may be experts in the subject you are writing about or in another field.

You can assume that technical experts will:

· have a detailed and current knowledge of theory and technical terminology

· be quick to grasp the significance of what you are writing

· be reading a technical document either to find out whether the information it contains is relevant to their own work, or to assess the value and credibility of your writing, for example, during the quality assurance and validation phase of a document’s life.

In some ways technical experts are the easiest for a technical communicator to address. Given the first point above, you can exclude a lot of detail and explanation and get straight into the important messages. But they can also be a difficult audience in that they will be the first to find errors and inaccuracies in your work.

When writing for technical experts, then you need to:

· exclude basic details and explanations

· use technical language precisely and accurately, including theory, technical vocabulary, formulas, and sophisticated graphics

· ensure that your methodology and results match your conclusions and recom​mendations – these are the people most likely to pick up discrepancies.

Technicians

Technicians are the audience that many technical writers spend the bulk of their time writing for – they are the main audience for maintenance manuals, operating instruc​tions and parts lists. Technicians are likely to be people who have completed an appren​tice​ship or a technical programme at college and have experience working in a technical field.

You can assume that technicians:

· will understand the technical vocabulary and specialised procedures in their own field of expertise 

· will read technical documents to find out what to do in specific situations.

Accordingly, when writing for technicians you should:

· be careful not to talk down to them recognise that in their field they probably have a very sound knowledge; this may not extend outside their field, however

· point out the relevance of what you are telling them; avoid excessive theory.

· provide only enough background and theoretical detail as they need to carry out their jobs.

· use common words, short sentences, short paragraphs and graphics. 

Non-technical audiences

The most significant difference between this kind of reader and the first three is that you can’t assume a high degree of technical knowledge or expertise.

Avoid jargon

When writing for laypeople, the most important thing to do is to avoid bamboozling them with jargon. This is not the first time the dangers of using technical jargon have been mentioned in this course, and it will not be the last! Be sensitive to your readers’ familiarity, or otherwise, with technical terms. For example, consider what response a non-technical reader might have when reading this sentence:

To achieve the anchoring of the underwater stations at a depth of as much as 6000 ft the use of two small commercial propellant-embedment anchors, nominally rated at 5-kip capacity, was investigated.

This is from a booklet whose target audience was the educated public. It is making some rather inaccurate assumptions about the level of jargon the ‘educated public’ can deal with. What are ‘propellant-embedment anchors’? What is a ‘kip’? The writer has been inconsi​derate to the readers who will probably feel annoyed at the lack of explana​tion offered. Some diligent research would reveal that a propellant-embedment anchor is a self-contained device like a large calibre gun, consisting of a barrel, a recoil mechanism, and a projectile, which is the anchor. A kip is a kilopound, a force of 1000 pounds. But how many readers want to have to look up technical terms every two or three sentences? This kind of writing is displaying snobbery (‘I know what these big words mean’) and excludes and alienates non-technical readers.

· SAQ 7 Minimising jargon

Having been enlightened as to what ‘propellant-embedment anchors’ and ‘kips’ are, re-write the sentence to make it more accessible. 

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

Motivate the non-technical reader

Another consideration in writing for a non-technical audience is their motivation. Whereas for the first three groups we’ve considered, reading technical documents is part of their job and so they are, to some extent, a captive audience, laypeople may not have a high degree of motivation for reading technical material, and so can be lost more easily.

Professional communicators need to develop a number of strategies to gain and retain the interest of non-technical readers. Some ideas for how you might do this are offered in the next chapter ‘Helping readers to access documents’.

· Key reading

For an example of how non-technical readers might react to specialised information, finish reading Schriver (1997) Chapter 3, in Dynamics in Document Design: Creating Texts for Readers, Wiley. This offers a case study of how teenagers responded to official drug education literature.

Mixed audiences

In an ideal world you could write one document for one kind of audience. But that is rarely what happens. In the real world you have to learn how to juggle a document at a number of different levels, so as to satisfy a range of needs and expectations. The success of a document depends largely on whether it answers all the questions likely to be asked by users, and very often it must talk to experts as well as to novices.

Experts and laypeople rely on two fundamentally different kinds of descriptive infor​mation:

· lay people, for everyday use and care of equipment, really needs only a description of the complete equipment

· experts need descriptions of individual components, in addition to the overall description.

Consider the two kinds of information needed about the operation and maintenance of a central-heating boiler. What do house owners need to know? They need to know about the day-to-day operations, such as setting the timer, temperature, and perhaps pressure, and lighting the boiler. Knowing this means they can use the boiler more efficiently, reduce fuel consumption and extend the lifetime of the boiler. They also need basic safety instructions, and to be able to recognise when some​thing goes wrong, in which case they should contact a service engineer. This is basic descriptive information and there is a clear rationale for giving it to house owners. It is a different kind of information from a detailed description of the individual components of the boiler, which is only useful for the service engineer.

You must recognise these two levels of description and attempt to separate them within the documents you write. If you are writing paper-based documentation, this may well mean repetition, but this isn’t something to be frightened of. Indeed, the more complex a text, the more redundancy will be needed. If you are writing an on-line information system that uses hyperlinks, the different layers of information may be clearly separated and located in distinct areas which readers visit when required. You will find out more about the design of on-line information systems in Module 3, Language and Writing.

This example shows two different levels of information for two different audiences. In the exercise below, you will consider the various audiences for software documentation; these exist at several levels, from non-technical users through to systems analysts.

· SAQ 8 Matching documents to audiences

What kind of information, and at what level, should the documenter of a software application provide for each of the following groups?

a) Systems analysts (people who use computer services at both system and user levels)

b) Systems programmers (people who use most computer services)

c) Application and maintenance programmers (people who use some system and many user level functions)

d) Technical applications users (such as quality control staff or computer operators who used a fixed set of functions to do one or more tasks repeatedly)

e) Non-technical applications users (people who do word-processing, data entry, data preparation, using a small set of user functions to do one or more tasks repeatedly)

f) Professional non-technical applications users (such as auditors, controllers, accountants, cost analysts, who use a definitive set of user functions)

Write down your suggestions before turning to the .feedback available on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

If you are not familiar with the software industry, try and make some assumptions on the type and level of information the various audiences might need.

With such a wide range of target audiences it would be necessary to design more than one document (but not necessarily six separate ones). To cater for all these groups you would probably need three manuals:

· system and programming manual (for system analysts and system programmers)

· operations manual (for application programmers and technical application users)

· users’ guide (for non-technical users).

Clearly the same kind of information will be repeated in different ways, to meet the audience’s needs and expectations. Van Duyn (1982, p. 30) gives this example of a part of the input-processing paragraph of the logic narrative for a credit-checking program. The technical description might read:

1. Sign on to the network

2. Enter your command to get the Customer Record File

3. Enter the specific information you want to see

4. Read the particular customer record

5. Sign off the network.

Unidentified audiences

It is difficult to write for people you don’t know. To do so, you must make assumptions. Dulek (1980) warns that the more assumptions you make, the more risks you run: 

when these assumptions are inappro​priate or unwarranted, [your] messages impede the commu​nicative process and, worse yet, become ineffective.

So if you are writing for an audience you are unfamiliar with, or unsure of, you must avoid making faulty assumptions and look for positive strategies to counteract those assumptions.

Dulek (1980) lists four sets of assumptions which writers make about readers in general and proposes corrective strategies.

	assumption
	
	what it entails and how to correct it

	instant recall
	(
	assuming that the reader will immediately remember and understand a topic the moment it is mentioned, without introduction or gloss

	
	(
	corrective strategy: to remind oneself of the purpose of any message and the context of any new or reintro​duced information

	interest and concern
	(
	assuming that readers will be as interested by the topic as the writer

	
	(
	corrective strategy: to motivate the reader, by making the message more intrinsically interesting and relevant directly to the readers’ concerns

	objectivity and reason
	(
	assuming that readers accept the same logic for a document or observation within a document as the writer

	
	(
	corrective strategy: to give clear conclusions, actions or outcomes, in order to justify the logic of the document

	mutual vocabulary
	(
	assuming that readers share precisely the same jargon as the writer

	
	(
	corrective strategy: to give the necessary background information, such as definitions, which extend the reader’s vocabulary


You can turn these observations around and assume that, when writing for a largely unknown audience, readers:

· will need information to grasp the logic of the document and to understand every observation

· will need an explanation to help them remember a topic and why it has been mentioned

· won’t be strongly motivated by the topic 

· won’t understand any of the technical terminology used.

So, for an unknown readership, you should explain and support as widely as possible. The draw​back of this approach, of course, is that the document can become large, perhaps even unwieldy, so additional strategies may be needed to compensate. Some of these are examined in the next chapter. You will learn about other strategies in Module 2, Information Design.

Review

This chapter highlighted the importance of knowing as much as possible about the needs and knowledge levels of each of the readers. You have reviewed some of the key points you need to bear in mind when writing for managers, technical and non-technical audiences:

· technicians, technical experts and, to a lesser extent, managers, can handle a fairly high level of technical terminology

· when writing for non-technical audiences, technical terms should be kept to a minimum and explained

· unknown audiences may need more information, more repetition and rather different techniques than those used for known audiences, to cover a range of possible needs.

5 Helping readers to access documents

In Chapter 3 you read about the various ways in which you can ensure your documents are suited to various audience needs. In this chapter, you will learn about other ways to ensure that different levels of readers find their way through a text.

This chapter highlights various document access strategies to help address the needs of different readers. These strategies include:

· setting up the context

· anticipating readers’ responses

· using verbal or visual signposts

· writing informative headings

· breaking up the document into sections

· presenting information in a sequence meaningful to the reader.

The aim of these access strategies is to help readers navigate the document easily and  ensure they are getting the information they need to act appropriately.

Setting the context

Tell your readers at the beginning what’s in the document, why they might choose to read parts of it, and what you expect them to get from it. For example:

This document explains how to log on to a workstation on the Apollo Domain network. It covers basic use of the system editor and file-handling commands. It is intended for students who haven’t used an Apollo workstation before.

(Source: Sheffield Hallam University, Computer Services Department, Document A12/1)

This gives a fairly broad outline, appropriate for the first page of a document. Keep setting the context for your readers at each new level of detail. Don’t just tell them how to do something, but tell them why, and under what circumstances, they would carry out a certain procedure. For example:

There are two ways in which you can access the packages available on the Apollos:

1. By typing the package name, after the prompt # and pressing RETURN

2. By using the Software Menu system

Inexperienced users will probably find it easier to use the Software Menu.

To use the Software Menu:

– move the cursor to the # prompt....

(Source: Sheffield Hallam University, Computer Services Department, Document A12/1)

In the first sentence, the writer made clear that there are two options, and offers a brief description of both. The experienced user can stop reading after point 2. Inexperienced users then get the fuller details they need. Novices have thus been catered for, and more experienced readers have got the necessary information without having to read through detail they already know.

Anticipating readers’ responses

When you are dealing with a mixed audience that includes people who are familiar with your topic, put yourself in their shoes and imagine the kinds of assumptions they might make, based on their existing knowledge. So at the bottom of a page about logging out of a system, you might include a paragraph like this:

NOTE: If you have used a Unix system before you may have logged out using CTRL and D, CTRL and Z, or the UNIX logout command. None of these will work on this system. You must follow the above procedure.

(Sheffield Hallam University Computer Services Department, Document A12/1.)

It is particularly important to anticipate readers’ responses and questions when you are trying to persuade them to do something or, even harder, to spend money. Mills (1978, p.27) tells the story of the engineer who wrote a report for his general manager recommending the purchase of £50,000 worth of environmental test equipment. He wrote a fairly conventional, detailed report which more than adequately justified his claims, but the decisive factor, in Mills’ view, was the format of his two and a half page introduction. Abandoning the usual summary format, his introduction consisted of a series of questions and answers – those questions he felt the manager was most likely to ask when faced with the prospect of emptying the company’s coffers. The kinds of questions the engineer posed and answered were fairly common sense: 

Why is the new environmental test equipment needed? How much will it cost? How soon will it pay for itself? Where can space for it be found? What will be done with present equipment? How long will the proposed equipment serve company needs? What is their probable longevity? 

By extracting and simplifying for his target audience those issues which he knew would be crucial in getting his reader’s sympathy, the engineer got his bid through with the minimum of resistance. The manager was receptive because the document immediately put him in the right frame of mind – it saved him time and energy by concentrating the most important data at the beginning of the report. 

Using verbal or visual signposts

Producing a sensibly organised document is essential to engage and retain readers’ attention. But this may not be enough. You must also let your readers know how sensibly it’s organised. Tell them how you’ve structured it. Let them know what’s coming and where to find it. Tables of contents, indexes, side tabs and cross-references all help readers to find their way.

Consider including a glossary of terms as well. This is an important aid for novices and it means you don’t have to explain a new word or term each time it comes up. But don’t make a glossary an excuse to use so much technical jargon that readers are looking up every second word and losing the flow of ideas (and their enthusiasm for the document).

You might also use visual signposts, both as a planning aid for you and a guide for the readers. Flow charts and algorithms which ask whether certain knowledge can be assumed or not can help both reader and writer. Sketching out the levels of knowledge you are assuming not only forces you as writer to make decisions about the order and complexity of the material but, if reproduced in the document, lets your readers know whether they need this section or not.

Other kinds of visual signposts include type size, position and colour, to distinguish between different levels of headings, and icons to cue readers about the type of material coming up, such as the ( and ( symbols used in this course. Charts, summary lists, diagrams and notes in the margin are also useful ways of condensing information for the knowledgeable reader. You will cover these in detail while studying Module 2, Information Design, and Module 6, Visual Communication. 

Writing informative headings 

Headings can, if well chosen, help readers organise and understand the text. Headings in the form of questions can be particularly helpful. Vague or obscure headings can be misleading and may do more harm than no headings at all. 

Consider these headings from an insurance policy:

Agreement

Definitions

Liability coverage

Supplementary payments 

Exclusions

Limit of Liability

Out of state coverage

Financial responsibility

The headings don’t help readers. They make unjustified assumptions about the readers’ understanding of what ‘exclusions’, ‘supplementary payments’ and ‘limits of liability’ are. What readers would find more helpful is a heading formulated as a question, which is then answered in the section it heads. So ‘Exclusions’ might become: ‘When am I not covered by insurance?’

Look at the headings in this extract from a contents list to a guide for Macromedia Dreamweaver, an authoring tool for creating and managing Web sites:

Chapter 7: Using Frames


Frames overview


Creating a frame


Creating a nested frameset


Selecting a frame or a frameset


Changing the background color of a frame


Saving files in frames and framesets


Specifying the size of a frame


Controlling frame content with links


Choosing frameset properties


Choosing frame properties

Chapter 8: Using Style Sheets


Style sheets overview


Creating a style


Applying a custom style


About conflicting styles


Editing a style


About external style sheets


Using the style palette


Defining styles


Setting style sheet preferences

Chapter 9: Using Layers, Behaviors, and Timelines


Layers overview


Behaviours overview


Timeline overview


Using the Timeline inspector

(Macromedia 1997)

Notice how an idea is introduced by a heading, then the reader’s question arising from that heading is anticipated in the following one. Headings are particularly important in manuals because of the way such documents are used. Manuals are intended as reference material, and are often opened only when a particular problem has arisen. In the above example, one might speculate however, about the use of specialist terms for part of the software functionality. While an expert user would know what a ‘frameset’ or a ‘layer’ is, a first-time user is likely to be somewhat perplexed. Part of the audience analysis must include identi​fying the use readers will make of your document.

Choosing a reader-based sequence

Organise the information you want to present in the order of importance. ‘Importance’ of course needs to be defined from the readers’ point of view – this may mean starting with what will be interesting and appealing for them, based on the goal that the document has been created to fulfil.

Where you feel there is a strong justification for choosing a sequence of information which may not be the most exciting for the readers, explain to them why. For example, if your document is following the order of manufacture of a machine, or a fault-finding sequence, let your readers know that it is better for them to follow the process through chronologically. If your document is organised to reflect a hierarchy of components, again make this clear, and point out that this will make understanding and, later, conceptualisation easier for them.

By breaking up an document, say an instruction manual into discrete sections, you can deal with basic instructions and description early on, and progress to more complex ideas in later sections. The aim should be to make each section as self-contained as possible. In this way, beginners with no prior knowledge can use the introductory sections, and ‘experts’ can skip these simpler sections, knowing that they don’t contain vital information that isn’t repeated in the advanced sections. For the writer, this means deciding during the audience analysis phase what constitutes ‘vital information’ for each target audience, and what kinds of prior knowledge cannot be assumed in the simpler sections.

· SAQ 9 Adapting texts for different audiences

A useful way to explore the variations in text for readers, and to discover your understanding of how well you can control those variations, is to (re)write texts for audiences you are not used to. The aim of this exercise is to enable you to evaluate your own abilities in adapting writing for different audiences.

Write a text of about 600 words on a technical subject you are familiar with. If a topic doesn’t readily come to mind, use ‘A review of domestic electronic commu​nication and entertainment’. Then rewrite the text for each of the following audiences. These descriptions are all you know about the readers.

· a novice electronic engineer, responsible for maintaining domestic systems

· a first year student of electronics

· a young couple, recently married, about to invest in equipment for their new home

· a mechanical engineer, of 20 years experience, trying to decide if he should retrain in domestic electronics

· a class of eight year old children, doing a project on machines in the home. 

Your rewrites should maximise variation in language, structure and presentation for the different audiences. After completing them, evaluate them using the following guidelines.

· Which of the rewrites was most difficult? Why?

· In which areas were you forced to guess or make arbitrary decisions? Was this because of your lack of knowledge of the area, the lack of information in the specification or because you didn’t know how to deal with the task for this audience?

· Which areas of revision have you addressed most time to? Was this because they were most difficult, or most important?

· Have you considered in each case: style, vocabulary, organisation, graphics and presentation? Which do you find you can alter most easily? Why?

(Adapted from Swain 1980)

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

Review

The main learning points of this chapter are as follows:

· make sure that your readers understand the overall context of the document; this is particularly important if you are writing for a mixed or unknown audience

· keep your readers informed as to what you are doing: let them know where the argument is going and what you expect them to achieve as a result

· break up the information available to you for your writing task, and decide which parts of the information your target audience needs, and which parts will be superfluous and so should be excluded

· adapt strategies for reader-based planning and writing, to define the most appro​priate approach for a particular readership.

The next chapter examines how you could use these strategies when writing instruction manuals for different audiences.

6 Adapting instructions to the audience

Instructions are an example of writing which demands a chronological approach where the readers follow the directions from the first to the last step. The only times you might vary this order are when you offer alternative steps, or when you are writing trouble-shooting instructions which suggest other steps, if one doesn’t work. 

But within the confines of a specified sequence there are still several things you can do to adapt a set of instructions to your readers’ needs. In Chapter 1 of this workbook, you saw the importance of taking a reader-centred approach. When writing instructions, following such an approach is essential because instructions are a kind of technical narrative in which readers participate directly and fully.

In this chapter you will review the elements of formal instructions before considering the specific needs of non-technical and technical audiences. The former audience usually requires more introductory material, while the latter can cope with more technical complexity.

Elements of formal instruction

The elements of formal instructions are as follows.

	instructional component
	details

	title
	The title should be informative and quite specific. It is often a good idea to use the word ‘Instructions’ in the title, such as ‘Instructions for assembling the video player’. The title page should be “a symbol of the dignity and presence of the text” (Bringhurst 1996).

	purpose and scope
	You need to state the purpose and scope of the instructions. Minimally, this would include a statement about the kind of equip​ment the instructions apply to, the operations which it will be able to perform after instructions have been followed, and the kinds of users the instructions are intended for.

	equipment and materials
	A description of the equipment and materials that will be needed to carry out the instructions is vital. The less experien​ced the users, the more detailed this section will have to be.

	step-by-step instructions
	Step-by-step instructions should be in the imperative voice, the voice of command: tell your readers directly and concisely what it is they have to do, so instead of saying ‘you should unscrew the nuts’, say ‘unscrew the nuts’.

	warnings, cautions 
and notes


	Include cautions and warnings in instructions where you need to alert your audience to the possibility of potential personal danger or potential equipment damage.

Notes are used to give the audience important information on model differences, choices of action, and possible problems in operation.

To draw attention, notes, cautions and warnings are usually centred on the line and should precede the step to which they refer. Graphic devices may be useful too.

	numbering, chunking, and labelling
	Steps in the instructions should be broken up into discrete actions and numbered. As a general policy each step should refer to only one action. It may sometimes be necessary to subdivide a step (e.g. step 5, step 5.1, 5.2. etc). Vertical listing also helps make instructions easier to follow.

	visuals
	It is often useful to include graphic aids with instructions to show audiences on paper what they should be seeing on the device in front of them. They also simplify the writer’s job as you don’t have to locate a piece of equipment for the audience each time you mention it.


Writing instructions for non-technical audiences

When writing instructions for a non-technical audience, begin with the assumption that the audience has never operated the device or carried out the operation described before. The steps must, therefore, be detailed and the action clearly described.

Be particularly careful when writing instructions on how to carry out a general operation which your readers must adapt to a particular situation. You need to introduce such instructions by telling your audience how they apply in various circum​stances and, where relevant, with various materials. This allows your audience to gather materials or prepare a work area first.

Writers of instructions often seem tempted to use a cryptic and abbreviated style of writing – to leave out ‘a’ and ‘the’ as in this example from Kirkman (1985 p.23):

...voltage values are seen through small windows in panel. Switch ranges from 100 to 240 in six stages, and is positioned by turning...

The reader hesitates on reaching ‘and is’ and has to go back to decide whether ‘switch’ is a noun or a verb. In an attempt to be economical the writer has lost the audience, however momentarily. Kirkman (1985) recommends:

The best policy is always to write everything in full, especially if your documents are likely to have overseas readers. Rarely will you find that your texts become significantly longer. 

In the example below (Lay 1982, pp.184-5) where the writer is giving instructions for soldering metal, evaluate the usefulness of the introductory material which precedes the instructions proper:

Soldering is an easy way to mend metals permanently. Small soldering jobs are best done with an electric soldering iron of the conventional type or of the faster gun type. Large jobs are done with a torch (a conventional gasoline blowtorch or the more convenient propane torch). The tips of soldering irons must be kept smooth, clean, and tinned (coated with a thin layer of solder). Torch tips must also be kept clean and undamaged if they are to give a steady blue flame of the proper size and shape.

Solder is a mixture of tin and lead. It is available in the form of wire, bars, or paste. Wire solder may be solid solder or contain a core of acid or rosin flux. Bar solder is solid. Paste solder comes mixed with acid flux.

Whenever solid solder is used, a flux which cleans the metal must first be applied to the metal. This is available as a liquid or paste. Rosin flux is used only in making electrical connections and on terne metal. Acid flux is used for all other work. Galvanised iron and stainless steel require especially strong acid fluxes.

Aluminium is soldered without fluxing, but a special solder called Chemalloy is required.

Here is the step-by-step procedure for soldering:

If the object to be soldered contains a liquid or gas, empty it completely.

Clean the metal with steel wool until it shines brightly.

Apply flux to the cleaned surface if the solder does not contain flux.

Heat the metal until it is hot enough to melt the solder applied to it. Except in the case of lead and pewter, the solder should always be melted by the metal being soldered – not by the soldering iron or torch. If the metal is not heated sufficiently, the melted solder looks dull, granular, and rough. It should flow and form a smooth, bright film.

To join two pieces of metal (except in plumbing work), it is advisable to tin (flow a film of solder on) each piece separately. Then place tinned surface to tinned surface and apply heat until the solder melts. Remove heat and hold the metal pieces together with a screwdriver, pliers etc., until the solder hardens.

To solder copper pipe into a plumbing fitting, clean both pipe and fitting and brush on an acid flux. Insert pipe into fitting and apply heat to the joint. Then touch solid solder to the joint. It will be drawn by capillary into the joint and seal it.

When acid flux is used, wash off the residue thoroughly with water after the metal has cooled.

The introductory material sets up the instructions so that by the time the readers reach point one, they will know what equipment and materials are needed for their kind of job. 

Notice how certain explanations are introduced in the explanatory notes and then repeated (adding redundancy) in the instructions. Tinning (coating with a thin layer of solder) is explained in the introduction and is explained again in step 5. This kind of repetition isn’t redundant in instructions for a non-technical audience, but would be so for a technical audience. Consider how a technical audience might resent a set of instructions which started out by giving a definition of what soldering is.

This example gives a fairly exhaustive set of instructions for a non-technical audience, but even so, certain assumptions have had to be made. The screwdriver or pliers that are needed in step 5 aren’t mentioned in the notes about materials and equipment. Do you feel the assumption that the audience will have a screwdriver or pliers about is justified? It probably is. Anyone who is going to solder something is more than likely to be doing it in a workshop where at least the basic tools – screwdrivers and pliers – are available.

In being exhaustive, then, one still needs to be selective. A good professional communicator recognises that he or she can’t say everything, but that he or she must choose what things must be said and what things can most safely be assumed, based on an audience analysis.

· SAQ 10 Writing for novices

Rewrite this extract from an instruction manual (cited in Williams and Marshall 1986). The manual is designed for first-time users of a new brand of camera – the XYZ.

Extract

Attention!

The present Instruction Manual contains the basic characteristics and essential operating principles of the XYZ camera and cannot be regarded as a handbook on photography. Due to ever-advancing development of the camera construction, there may occur minor differences between the text of the Manual and the constructions of your camera. To make the operating of the photocell reliable and to increase its service, do not subject the photocell to the exposure of direct sunlight.

Screw out or screw in the lens only lens mounting ring. Do not rotate the shutter to avoid disengagement of the shutter cocking mechanism. Do not rotate the exposure time dial within the interval between ‘B’ and ‘500’. Always wind the shutter as far it goes to avoid blank exposures. Before using the camera, make a thorough study of the handling rules and operating procedures of the camera.

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

Writing instructions for technical audiences

When you are writing for a technical audience you can assume that your readers will be able to identify the parts of a piece of equipment, that they will understand technical terms, and that they may have used the equipment before. You can assume a certain degree of expertise and will probably need to give more detail than you would for a non-technical audience. Nevertheless, instructions still demand simple and concise writing, particularly as you may be asking your audience to perform complex tasks.

In the example below the audience is medical doctors (Lay 1982, p.187). The instructions outline how to treat patients who have been poisoned by a pesticide.

1. Establish clear airway and tissue oxygenation by aspiration of secretions and, if necessary, by assisted pulmonary ventilation with oxygen.

2. Control convulsions. The anti-convulsant of choice is Diazepam (Valium). Adult dosage, including children over 6 years of age or 23 kg in weight: inject 5-10 mgm (1-2 ml) slowly intravenously (no faster than one ml per minute), or give total does intramuscularly (deep). Repeat in 2-4 hours if needed.

Dosage for children under 6 years or 23 kg in weight: inject 0.1- 0.2 mgm/kg (0.02-0.04 ml/kg) slowly intravenously (no faster than one-half total dose/minute), or give total dose intramuscularly (deep). Repeat in 2-4 hours if needed.

CAUTION: Administer intravenous injection slowly to avoid irritation of the vein, occasional hypotension, and respiratory depression.

Because of a greater tendency to cause respiratory depression, barbiturates are probably of less value than Diazepam. One used successfully in the past is Pentobarbital (Nembutal). Maximum safe dose: 5 mgm/kg body weight, or 0.20 ml/kg body weight, using the usual 2.5% solution.

If possible, inject solution intravenously, at a rate not exceeding one ml/minute until convulsions are controlled. If intravenous administration is not possible, give total dose rectally, not exceeding 5 mgm/kg body weight (0.2 ml/kg of 2.5% solution).

CAUTION: Be prepared to assist pulmonary ventilation mechanically if respiration is depressed. 

In this example, the medical writer uses a specialised vocabulary, gives plenty of detail and assumes the audience can choose which steps apply to which situations. The instructions are complex but still clear and concise. They might, nevertheless, have benefited from more chunking and labelling.

· SAQ 11 Inferring audiences from textual clues

Read the following definitions.

1. A scope is a little box. It has a screen on it. The screen looks like a TV. The scope tells us how much electrical power there is in a machine. The scope is hooked up to a machine. Then it turns the electricity from the machine into lines. These lines make patterns on the scope’s screen. You can tell how much power the machine has by looking at the pattern on the screen.

2. An oscilloscope is an electronic device used to measure changes in electric current. These changes are shown on a screen similar to a TV screen. The scope records the electric current in the form of a thin line. The patterns of these lines shown on the TV screen indicate variation in electrical charge.

3. An oscilloscope is an electronic device depicting periodic changes in electronic quantity. These oscillations are changes in electrical voltage which can be shown on the screen of a cathodic ray tube.

(Extract from Abrams 1986)

What kind of audience is each of the following definitions of an oscilloscope intended for? Would it be appropriate to send definition 1 to the audience for definition 3? Give reasons for your answer.

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

· SAQ 12 Writing for non-technical readers

Write a set of instructions for a non-technical audience who has never used a device of your choosing before. To make this exercise more challenging, you could write your instructions about a child’s toy or model, with children as your target audience. Or write instructions for an audience whose first language isn’t English.

When you have finished, look at the feedback given on the Blackboard site supporting this module.

Review

The main learning points of this chapter are as follows:

· use a chronological sequence to present instructions (unless there is a very compelling reason to do otherwise) 

· use devices such as chunking, numbering and labelling to help readers understand complex sequences

· avoid using abbreviated or cryptic language for instructions

· be selective, even when you are trying to be exhaustive

· make cautions, warnings and notes stand out on the page

· use visuals to emphasise or clarifying points

· when writing instructions for non-technical audiences, include plenty of intro​ductory and explanatory material

· even when writing instructions for technical audiences, use a concise and simple style.

7 Workbook review

In this workbook you have learned about the importance of carrying out a detailed audience analysis at the beginning of a writing project. Project constraints may limit you in the choice of method to adopt to analyse audiences and task, but whatever method you settle on, the first step in carrying out such an analysis is to recognise that readers have concerns and needs that differ from your own. If you are able to conjure up your readers mentally, this will help you decide on the best strategies to ensure the usability of your documents. The ideal situation would be to involve readers and use their feedback to design your documents.

Getting detailed information on all your potential audiences is essential for the success of any document. You may need to look beyond your immediate, primary reader and find out who your secondary audience is. Elements worth considering in your research are demographic and attitudinal features, and environmental constraints. To help you gather information on your readers, this workbook suggested the use of an audience analysis worksheet.

It is also worth remembering that readers don’t approach documents passively. They will wonder what your objectives are and test your document, perhaps to realise expec​tations of their own about the information that you are providing. The example showing two different report covers invited you to consider your own reactions as a reader.

You have seen in this workbook how different types of audiences require different approaches. For example, managers usually require clear and concise information as an aid to decision-making, while a non-technical audience may need to be motivated and supported because of their lack of technical expertise. Mixed or unidentified audiences are probably the most difficult audiences to write for.

To address all these different and sometimes conflicting needs, you will need to adopt a variety of strategies to ensure that your message will be received positively. You might consider setting up the scene in detail and then referring your audience to appropriate sections, so that each reader gets the level and type of information they need. Informative headings and clear sign-posting are always useful, whoever the readers are.

When writing instructional manuals, you will be considering most of the points raised above. The level of technical expertise that your readers have will dictate the style you use, the amount of technical vocabulary that is acceptable, and the pace at which information is delivered.

8 Feedback to SAQs

You can find answers to the SAQs asked in this workbook in the Blackboard site supporting the ‘Communication Planning and Theory’ module. 

After you have logged onto Blackboard, you can find this site under the ‘My SHU’ tab.

After opening the ‘Communication Planning and Theory’ Blackboard, click on the ‘SAQ answers’ link at the bottom of the navigation bar. You will then see the following screen:
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Feedback to SAQs is given in a Word file.
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