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15Preface

Preface
People use their computers to help them research, compose, design, revise, and deliver 
technical documents and presentations. By making computers central to the writing 
process and exploring how we use them to join the ongoing conversation around us, 
Technical Communication Strategies for Today helps students and professionals take full 
advantage of these important workplace tools.

New media and communication technologies are dramatically altering technical 
fields at an astounding rate. People are working more efficiently, more globally, and 
more visually. These changes are exciting, and they will continue to accelerate in 
the technical workplace. The second edition of Technical Communication Strategies for 
Today continues to help writers master these changing communication tools that are 
critical to success in technical fields.

Today, as the technical workplace has expanded, almost all professionals find 
themselves needing to communicate technical information. To meet this need, this 
book addresses a broad range of people, including those who need to communicate in 
business, computer science, the natural sciences, the social sciences, public relations, 
medicine, law, and engineering.

What’s New in the Second Edition?
The second edition of Technical Communication Strategies for Today provides students 
with up-to-date information.

•	 �New microgenres feature that allows students to work on smaller assignments 
that help them build up to more complex genres (Chapters 5-11).

•	 �New organization of the text that places all of the major technical communica-
tion genres at the front of the book to encourage students to write earlier in the 
semester (Part 2).

•	 �Chapters on letters, memos, and e-mails that have been combined to better reflect 
how e-mail has become a primary form of correspondence in many workplaces.

•	 �Strategies for using social networking in the workplace to collaborate with 
colleagues and work with clients (Chapter 3 and 15).

•	 �Combined chapter on research (Chapter 12) that helps students quickly locate 
electronic, print, and empirical sources and cite them properly.

•	 �New sample documents that provide even more examples of the types of com-
munications you will be generating and reading in the workplace, including 
a technical description (Chapter 6), a status report (Chapter 9), and a poster 
presentation (Chapter 10). 

Guiding Themes
In times of accelerated change, we must quickly adapt to new communication tools and 
strategies, while retaining proven approaches to writing and speaking. In this book, I have 
incorporated the newest technology in workplace communication. But the basics have not 
been forgotten. You will also find that the book is grounded in a solid core of rhetorical 
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16 Preface

principles that have been around for at least two and a half millennia. In fact, these core 
principles hold up surprisingly well in this Information Age and are perhaps even more 
relevant as we return to a more visual and oral culture.

My intent was to develop a book that teaches students the core principles of 
rhetoric, while showing them how to use computers in a rapidly evolving information-
based society.

Computers as Thinking Tools
The foremost theme of this book is that computers are integral and indispensable 
in technical communication. This premise may seem obvious to many readers; 
yet the majority of technical communication textbooks still do not successfully 
integrate computers into their discussions of workplace communication. These 
textbooks often limit computers to their word-processing abilities. They do not 
adequately show students how to fully use their computers to succeed in a net-
worked technical workplace.

This book reconceptualizes the computer as a thinking tool in the technical 
workplace and in student learning. We need to recognize that students use their 
computers as thinking tools from beginning to end, inventing their ideas and com-
posing text at the same time. In this book, the writing process has been redefined 
with the computer as a communication medium. As a result, the writing process 
described here is far more in line with the kinds of computer-centered activities 
that are common in the technical workplace.

Genres as Pathways for Interpretation and Expression
This book follows a genre-based approach to writing and speaking in technical work-
places. Genres are relatively stable patterns that help people accomplish their goals 
in a variety of common rhetorical situations. Genres are not formulas or recipes to 
be followed mechanically. Instead, they offer flexible approaches that allow people to 
create order in the evolving reality around them.

Genres can be used to interpret rhetorical situations, helping people in tech-
nical workplaces make decisions about what kinds of information they need 
to generate or collect. Genres can help individuals and collaborative teams 
plan projects and develop rhetorical strategies for responding appropriately to 
complex situations. They can then be used to guide invention, organization, 
style, and design.

A genre-based approach to technical communication provides students with a “genre 
set” that is applicable to a variety of technical communication situations. While practicing 
these genres, students will also learn how to adapt genres and cross genres in ways that 
help them respond appropriately to situations that are unique or new to them.

Visual-Spatial Reading, Thinking, and Composing
This book also reflects an ongoing evolution in technical communication from 
literal-linear texts toward visual-spatial documents and presentations. We now see 
documents as “spaces” where information is stored and flows. Visual-spatial reading, 
thinking, and composing involve interacting with text in three dimensions.
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This book addresses this evolution toward visual-spatial thinking in four ways:

•	 �First, this book shows writers and speakers how to use visual-spatial techniques 
to research, invent, draft, design, and edit their work.

•	 �Second, it teaches students how to write and speak visually, while designing 
highly navigable documents and presentations.

•	 �Third, the book shows how to compose visual-spatial documents like hyper-
texts, websites, and multimedia presentations. Writing in these environments is 
becoming increasingly important as companies move their communications and 
documentation online.

•	 �Finally, it practices what it preaches by presenting information in a visual- 
spatial way that will be more accessible to today’s students. Clearly, students 
learn differently now than they did even a couple of decades ago. This book 
reflects their ability to think visually and spatially.

This visual-spatial turn is an important intellectual shift in our culture—one that 
we do not fully understand at the moment. We do know, however, that communicat-
ing visually and spatially involves more than adding headings and charts to docu-
ments or using PowerPoint to enhance oral presentations. Instead, we must recognize 
that the advent of the computer, which is a visual-spatial medium, is revolutionizing 
how we conceptualize the world and how we communicate. Increasingly, people are 
thinking visually and spatially in addition to literally and linearly. This book incorpo-
rates this important change.

The International, Cross-Cultural Workplace
This edition of Technical Communication Strategies for Today includes expanded cover-
age of international and cross-cultural issues. I have met with hundreds of technical 
communication instructors and have learned that they want even more coverage of 
the globalized, cross-cultural workplace.

International and cross-cultural issues are integrated into the main discussion 
rather than shunted off into special sidebars, because issues of globalization are no 
longer separable from technical communication. Today, we always need to think 
globally, because computers greatly expand our reach into the world.

The Activity of Technical Communication
In this computer-centered age, people learn by doing, not by passively listening or 
reading. This book continues to stress the activity of technical communication—
producing effective documents and presentations. Each chapter follows a process 
approach that mirrors how professionals communicate in the technical workplace. 
Meanwhile, the book shows students how to pay close attention to the evolving 
workplace contexts in which communication happens.

Perhaps this theme comes about because of my experiences with students and my 
observations of people using books like this one. As someone who has consulted and 
taught technical communication for nearly two decades, I realize that today’s students 
rarely read their textbooks. Instead, they raid their textbooks for the specific informa-
tion they need to complete a task. They use their textbooks like they use websites. 
They ask questions of the text and then look for the answers.
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Supplements to the Book
Accompanying this book are important tools that instructors and students will find 
especially helpful.

Instructor’s Manual
The Instructor’s Manual offers teaching strategies for each chapter while also providing 
prompts for class discussion and strategies for improving student writing and presen-
tations. The Instructor’s Manual is available online at www.pearsonglobaleditions 
.com/johnson-sheehan.

MyWritingLab for Tech Comm MyWritingLab
Instructors who package MyWritingLab for Tech Comm with Technical Communica-
tion Strategies for Today, Second Edition, provide their students not only with the full 
text of Technical Communication Strategies for Today in electronic format but also with 
a comprehensive resource that offers the very best multimedia support for technical 
writing in one integrated, easy-to-use site. Contact your local Pearson representative 
for details.

CourseSmart*
Students can subscribe to Technical Communication Strategies for Today, Second Edition, 
as a Course-Smart eText (at www.coursesmart.co.uk). The site includes all of the book’s 
content in a format that enables students to search the text, bookmark passages, save 
their own notes, and print reading assignments that incorporate lecture notes.
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In this chapter, you will learn:
•	 How to develop a writing process that is suitable for the technical 

workplace.

•	 How genres are used in technical workplaces to develop	
documents.

•	 To define technical communication as a process of managing	
information in ways that allow people to take action.

•	 The importance of communication in today’s technical workplace.

•	 The importance of effective written and spoken communication to 
your career.
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When college graduates begin their technical and scientific careers, they are often 
surprised by the amount of writing and speaking required in their new jobs. Of 

course, they knew technical communication would be important, but they never real-
ized it would be so crucial to their success.

Effective communication is the cornerstone of the technical workplace, whether 
you are an engineer, scientist, doctor, nurse, psychologist, social worker, anthropolo-
gist, architect, technical writer, or any other professional in a technical field. People 
who are able to write and speak effectively tend to succeed. People who cannot com-
municate well often find themselves wondering why they didn’t get the job or why 
they were passed over for promotions.

Developing a Workplace Writing Process
One of the major differences between workplace writing and college writing is the 
pace at which you need to work. Computers have greatly increased the speed of the 
technical workplace, and they allow people to work around the clock. So, you need to 
work smarter, not harder.

To be successful, you need to develop a writing process that helps you consist-
ently produce high-quality documents, presentations, and multimedia materials. In 
this book, you will be learning a genre-based approach to the technical writing proc-
ess. Genres are relatively stable patterns that reflect the activities and practices of 
the workplace. A genre shapes a document’s content, organization, style, and	

Computers Are the Central Nervous System of the Workplace

Your ability to 
communicate 
with others 
through 
computer 
networks will 
be critical to 
your career.
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design, as well as the medium in which it is delivered. Genres also help you antici-
pate the needs of your readers and the situations in which they will use your docu-
ments and presentations.

For example, analytical reports follow a different genre than technical specifications 
(Figure 1.1). Analytical reports and specifications are written for different kinds of 
readers for different workplace situations. They include different kinds of information 
and follow their own organizational patterns. The style and design of these two genres 
are distinctly different. Yet, someone working in a technical workplace would need to 
know how to use both of these genres.

Genres do much more than help you organize your ideas. They help you inter-
pret complex workplace situations and make sense of what is happening around 
you. For example, if you know you need to write an analytical report, the genre will 
help you figure out what kind of information you need to collect, how that informa-
tion should be arranged, and how it should be presented. Your readers, meanwhile, 
will interpret your ideas through the genre. If you call something a “report,” they 
will have specific expectations about the content, organization, style, design, and 
medium of the document.

Genres are not formulas or recipes to be followed mechanically. Instead, genres reflect 
the activities and practices of scientific and technical workplaces. Each genre should be 
adapted to fit the readers and the situations in which the document will be used.

Two Different Genres
Figure 1.1: 
Each genre has 
its own content, 
organization, 
style, and design. 
Here are the 
outlines of two 
distinctly different 
genres set side 
by side.

Analytical Report Specification

Introduction

Materials, List of Parts,
Conditions, Tools Needed

Step One

Step Two

•
•
•

Conclusion

Troubleshooting
(if needed)

Introduction

Methodology

Results

Discussion

Conclusions/
Recommendations

Back Matter
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Genres and the Technical Writing Process
Over time, you will develop your own writing process for the technical workplace. 
For now, though, you might find it helpful to view technical writing as a process that 
includes the stages shown in Figure 1.2:

•	 Planning and researching—planning the project, using research to collect infor-
mation, and developing your own ideas.

•	 Organizing and drafting—deciding how to arrange your information and then 
turning those ideas into sentences, paragraphs, and sections.

•	 Improving the style—writing clearly and persuasively for your readers.
•	 Designing the document—developing an appropriate page design that improves 

the usability and attractiveness of your document.
•	 Revising and editing—improving the quality of your work by revisioning,	

rewriting, and proofreading your writing.

As you write your document or develop your presentation, you will find yourself 
working back and forth among these stages, as shown in Figure 1.2. While drafting, 
for example, you may discover that you need to do more research on your topic. While 
editing, you may decide that you need to draft an additional section for the document. 
Overall, these stages will lead you from the beginning of a project to the end.

Meanwhile, the genre you are using will guide you through each stage in your writ-
ing process. The genre helps you make decisions about the content of the document, as 
well as the organization, style, design, and medium that would be best for readers.

The Technical Writing Process

Figure 1.2:
The technical 
writing proc-
ess involves 
moving back 
and forth 
among sev-
eral stages. 
Each stage is 
shaped by the 
genre of the 
document.

Genre
Finished Document

Organizing and Drafting

Planning and Researching

Revising and Editing

Improving the Style

Designing the Document

Chapter 1 
Communicating 
in the Technical 
Workplace

24
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Stage 1: Planning and Researching
When planning and researching, you should spend some time doing three	
activities:

Define the rhetorical situation—Identify your document’s subject, purpose, 
readers, and context of use.

State your purpose—Sharpen your purpose into a one-sentence statement 
that will guide your research and drafting of the document.

Research your subject—Use electronic, print, and empirical sources to col-
lect information on your subject.

Defining the Rhetorical Situation    A good first step is to define the rhetorical 
situation that will shape the content, organization, style, and design of your document. 
Understanding the rhetorical situation means gaining a firm grasp of your document’s 
subject, purpose, readers, and context of use (Figure 1.3).

To define the rhetorical situation, start out by asking the Five-W and How 
Questions: who, what, why, where, when, and how.

•	 Who are my readers, and who else is involved with the project?
•	 What do the readers want and need, and what do I want and need?
•	 Where do they need the information, and where will they use it?
•	 When will the information be used, and when is it needed?
•	 Why do the readers need the information in this document?
•	 How should I achieve my purpose and goals?

The Five-W and How Questions will give you an overall sense of your document’s 
rhetorical situation.

Figure 1.3:

Defining the Rhetorical Situation

Rhetorical Situation

Subject

Purpose

Readers

Context
of Use

Who?

What?

Where?

When?

Why?

How?

The Five-W 
and How 
Questions 
can help you 
determine 
the rhetorical 
situation for 
your technical 
document or 
presentation.
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Now, spend some time taking notes on the following four elements of the rhetorical 
situation:

Subject—What is the document about? What is it not about? What kinds 
of information will my readers need to make a decision or complete a task? 
What is the scope of the project?

Purpose—What does this document need to achieve or prove? Why do my 
readers need this document and what do they need to know?

Readers—Who are the readers of this document? What are their specific 
needs and interests? What are they looking for in this document?

Context of use—Where and when will this document be used? What	
physical, economic, political, and ethical constraints will shape this	
text?

Defining the rhetorical situation may seem like an added step that will keep you 
from writing. Actually, knowing your document’s rhetorical situation will save you 
time and effort, because you will avoid dead ends, unnecessary revision, and writer’s 
block.

Defining Your Purpose    Among the four elements of the rhetorical situation, 
your document’s purpose is probably the most important. It is what you want to do—
and what you want the document to achieve.

Your purpose statement is like a compass for the document. Once you have clearly 
defined your purpose for yourself and your readers, you can use that purpose state-
ment to guide your decisions about the content, organization, style, and design of 
your document.

When defining your purpose, try to express exactly what you want your docu-
ment to achieve. Sometimes it helps to find an appropriate action verb and then 
build your purpose statement around it. Here are some useful action verbs that you 
might use:

Link
To learn 
about 
adapting 
texts to 
readers and 
contexts, 
go to 
Chapter 2, 
page 45.

Informative Documents

to inform

to describe

to define

to review

to notify

to instruct

to advise

to announce

to explain

to demonstrate

Persuasive Documents

to persuade

to convince

to influence

to recommend

to change

to advocate

to urge

to defend

to justify

to support
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Once you have chosen an action verb, try to state your purpose in one sentence. It 
might help to finish the phrase “The purpose of my document is to . . . .”

The purpose of my report is to review the successes and failures of wolf re-
introduction programs in the western United States.

The purpose of my proposal is to recommend significant changes to flood 
control strategies in the Ohio River Valley.

Hammering your purpose statement down into one sentence is hard work but 
worth the effort. Your one-sentence purpose statement will focus your writing, saving 
you time.

Researching Your Subject    Solid research is your next step. You need to gather 
information from a variety of sources, including the Internet, print documents, and 
empirical methods (e.g., experiments, surveys, observations, interviews). Chapter 12 
will help you do effective research and evaluate your sources.

Computers have significantly changed the way we do research in technical work-
places. Before computers, finding enough information was usually a writer’s main 
challenge. Today, there is almost too much information available on any given sub-
ject. So, it is important that you learn how to manage the information you collect, 
sorting through all the texts, scraps, junk, and distortions to uncover what you need. 
Your documents should give your readers only the information they require to make a 
decision or take action. Leave out anything else.

Stage 2: Organizing and Drafting
Organizing and drafting is usually the hardest part of the writing process. While or-
ganizing and drafting, you are essentially doing two things at the same time:

Organizing the content—Using common genres to shape your ideas into 
documents that will be familiar to readers.

Drafting the content—Generating the content of your document by including 
facts, data, reasoning, and examples.

Here’s where the concept of genres is especially helpful. If you understand the genre, 
you will understand how to organize the information you’ve collected in a way that 
achieves your purpose. For example, the document in Figure 1.4 is easily recognizable 
as a set of instructions because it is following the genre.

Chapters 5 through 11 will teach you how to use the most common genres in tech-
nical workplaces. In most situations, you will already know which genre you need 
because your supervisor or instructor will ask you to write a “specification,” “report,” 
or “proposal.” But if you are uncertain which genre suits your needs, pay attention 
to your document’s purpose. Then, find the genre that best suits the purpose you are 
trying to achieve.
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Sample of Genre: Instructions

Source: TiVo.

Larger steps
are clearly
marked.

The text
explains
each step.

Headings
guide readers.

Screenshots
are used to
illustrate
results of
steps.

Additional
notes help
readers
adjust to
their specific
needs.

Diagrams
illustrate the
steps.

Figure 1.4:
A genre 
follows a 
pattern that 
readers will 
find familiar. 
Readers 
would im-
mediately 
recognize this 
document 
as a set of 
instructions 
and be able 
to use it.
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Stage 3: Improving the Style
All documents have a style, effective or not. Good style is a choice you can and should 
make. Two kinds of style widely used in technical documents are plain style and	
persuasive style.

Plain style—This style stresses clarity and accuracy. By paying attention to 
your sentences and paragraphs, you can make your ideas clearer and easier 
to understand.

Persuasive style—You can use persuasive style to motivate readers by ap-
pealing to their values and emotions. You can use similes and analogies to 
add a visual quality to your work. You can use metaphors to change your 
readers’ perspective on issues. Meanwhile, you can use tone and pace to add 
energy and color to your work.

Most workplace texts are written in the plain style, but technical documents some-
times need the extra energy and vision provided by the persuasive style. Your goal 
should always be to make information as clear and concrete as possible. When persua-
sion is needed, you will want to energize your readers with persuasive style techniques.

Stage 4: Designing
Designing a document only takes minutes with a computer, and you can create graph-
ics with a few clicks of a button. So, not only is design is possible—your readers will 
expect your technical documents to be well designed.

As you think about the design of your document, keep this saying in mind: Readers 
are “raiders” for information. Your readers want the important parts highlighted for 
them. They prefer documents that use effective graphics and layout to make the infor-
mation more accessible, interesting, and attractive (Figure 1.5).

Chapter 13 will show you how to design workplace documents. Chapter 14 will 
show you how to create and place graphics in your documents. As you draft and re-
vise your document, look for places where you can use visual design to help readers 
locate the information they need. Look for places where graphics might support or 
reinforce the written text. The design of your document should make it both attrac-
tive and easy to read.

Stage 5: Revising and Editing
When you have finished drafting and designing the document, you are only a little 
over halfway finished. In technical communication, it is crucial to leave plenty of time 
for revising, editing, and proofreading. Clarity and accuracy are essential if your read-
ers are going to understand what you are trying to tell them.

There are four levels of revising and editing:

Level 1: Revising—Reexamine your subject and purpose while thinking 
again about the information your readers need to know.

Level 2: Substantive editing—Look closely at the content, organization, and 
design of the document to make sure your readers can find the information 
they need.
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Level 3: Copyediting—Pay close attention to the document’s sentences, par-
agraphs, and graphics to make sure they are clear, accurate, and efficient.

Level 4: Proofreading—Carefully proofread your document to eliminate 
grammar problems, typos, spelling errors, and usage mistakes. In 
workplace documents, errors are a signal of low-quality work.

Revising and editing is a crucial step in the technical workplace, 
where clarity and accuracy are essential. Your supervisors will ask you 
to do much more revising and editing than your college professors.

What Is Technical Communication?
Let’s step back for a moment to look at the big picture. This chapter 
hasn’t given you a definition of “technical communication” yet—on 
purpose. That’s because you first needed to understand that technical 
communication is a process. Here is the definition of technical commu-
nication that will be used throughout this book:

The
organization’s
name is easy
to locate.

Topics are
listed
clearly.

Pictures
add a
human
quality.

Text is
highly
scannable
because it
is in groups.

Color adds
energy.

Document Design Is Very Important

Source: American Red Cross, http://www.redcross.org.

Figure 1.5:
Because 
readers are 
raiders of 
information, 
you want the 
design of your 
document to 
be visually 
accessible.

30 Chapter 1 
Communicating 
in the Technical 
Workplace

A
t A

 G
l
a

n
c

e

Qualities of Technical 
Communication

Technical communication 
is:
•	�interactive and adapt-

able
•	reader centered
•	reliant on teamwork
•	visual
•	�bound ethically, le-

gally, and politically
•	�international and 

cross-cultural
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Technical communication is a process of managing technical information in 
ways that allow people to take action. 

The key words in this definition are process, manage, and action. In this book, you will 
learn the process of technical communication so that you can manage large amounts of 
information in ways that allow you to take action. As illustrated in Figure 1.6, technical 
communication involves learning a variety of skills that will help you manage the flow of 
information.

Technical Communication Is Interactive and Adaptable
One of the most significant changes brought about by computers is the amount of in-
teractivity and collaboration among people in the technical workplace. In the computer-
networked workplace, people are constantly communicating with each other and 
sharing their ideas.

As a result of this interactivity, it is possible for you to quickly adapt documents and 
presentations to fit the specific needs of many different kinds of readers and situations. 
Websites are an especially interactive form of technical communication (Figure 1.7). 
Using a website, people can find the information that is most helpful to them. And, if 
they cannot find the information they are looking for on the website, they can send an 
e-mail or text to get the answers they need.

Similarly, paper-based documents can also be adapted to the changing needs of 
readers. Before computers, it was difficult to adjust and revise paper-based documents. 
Once they were printed, documents were hard to change. Today, with computers,	
you can easily update documents to reflect changes in your company’s products and 
services, or quickly revise documents to address unexpected changes in the workplace.

The Qualities of Technical Communication

Figure 1.6:
Technical 
communica-
tion puts 
much more 
emphasis on 
managing in-
formation and 
taking action 
than most 
other forms 
of writing.

interactive and adaptable

reader centered

reliant on teamwork

visual

bound ethically, legally, and politically

international and cross-cultural

Technical communication is:
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Document
is highly
scannable
and adaptive
to readers’
needs by
using small
columns.

Links take
readers
to more
information
about a
subject.

The
webpage is
highly visual
and includes
color.

Links make
the text
highly
interactive.

Ethics and
politics are
an important
concern in
all technical
documents.

Technical Communication Is Reader Centered
In technical communication, readers play a much more significant role than they do 
in other kinds of writing. When writing a typical college essay, you are trying to ex-
press your ideas and opinions. Technical communication turns this situation around. 
It concentrates on what the readers “need to know” to take action, not only what you, 
as the writer, want to tell them.

Because it is reader centered, effective technical communication tends to be highly 
pragmatic. Technical communication needs to be efficient, easy to understand, acces-
sible, action oriented, and adaptable.

Technical Communication Relies on Teamwork
Technical workplaces are highly collaborative, meaning you will likely work with a 
team of specialists on almost every project. Writing and presenting with a team are 
crucial skills in any technical workplace.

Computers have heightened the team orientation of the technical workplace. 
Today, because documents can be shared through e-mail or the Internet, it is 

Figure 1.7:

Sample Webpage

Source: National Human Genome Research Institute, http://www.genome.gov.

Websites are 
highly interac-
tive, allowing 
readers to fol-
low a variety of 
paths to find 
information.

Link
For more 
information 
on working 
in teams, 
see 
Chapter 3, 
page 65.
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common for many people to be working on a document at the same time. In some 
cases, your team might be adjusting and updating documents on an ongoing	
basis.

Technical Communication Is Visual
By making texts highly visual, you can help readers quickly locate the information 
they need. Visual cues, like headings, lists, diagrams, and margin comments, are 
common in technical documents (Figure 1.8). Graphics also play an important role in 
technical communication. By using charts, graphs, drawings, and pictures, you can 
clarify and strengthen your arguments in any technical document. Today’s readers 
quickly grow impatient with large blocks of text. They prefer graphics that reinforce 
the text and help them quickly gain access to important information.

Technical Communication Has Ethical, Legal, 
and Political Dimensions
In the increasingly complex technical workplace, issues involving ethics, laws, and 
politics are always present. Ethical and legal standards can be violated if you aren’t 
careful. Moreover, computers have created new micro- and macropolitical challenges 
that need to be negotiated in the workplace. To communicate effectively in the tech-
nical workplace, you need to be aware of the ethical, legal, and political issues that 
shape your writing and speaking.

Link
For more 
information 
on visual 
design, see 
Chapter 13, 
page 388.

Link
To learn 
about using 
graphics in 
documents, 
turn to 
Chapter 14, 
page 418.

Working with 
a team can 
be fun and 
rewarding. 
Teams take 
advantage of 
the strengths 
and knowl-
edge of differ-
ent people to 
succeed.
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An easy-to-
read title
identifies the
document’s
subject.

Headings
make the
text highly
scannable.  

The
two-column
format makes
the text easy
to scan.

Visuals add
color and
emotion.

The Importance of Visual Design

Source: National Ocean Service, 2005.

Figure 1.8:
Visual design 
is an essential 
part of techni-
cal communi-
cation.
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As management structures become flatter—meaning there are fewer layers of 
management—employees are being asked to take on more decision-making respon-
sibilities than ever. In most corporations, fewer checks and balances exist, meaning 
that all employees need to be able to sort out the ethical, legal, and political aspects 
of a decision for themselves.

Technical Communication Is International and Cross-Cultural
Computers have also increased the international nature of the technical workplace. 
Today, it is common for professionals to regularly communicate with people around 
the world. Almost all companies and institutions compete in a global marketplace. 
Many have offices, communication hubs, and manufacturing sites in Europe, Asia, 
Africa, Australia, and South America. The growth of international and cross-cultural 
trade means you will find yourself working with people who speak other languages 
and have other customs. They will also hold different expectations about how techni-
cal documents and presentations should work.

How Important Is Technical Communication?
At this point, you’re probably still wondering how important technical communication 
will be to your career. Surveys regularly show that oral and written communication 
skills are among the most important in the technical workplace. A survey of Silicon 
Valley recruiters found that “employers were not fully satisfied with the business com-
munication skills (writing, speaking, interpersonal) of their newly hired college gradu-
ates” (Stevens, 2005, p. 25). This survey found that 40 percent of employers wanted 
new hires to have better speaking skills, and 25 percent wanted better writing skills.

Link
To learn 
about com-
municating 
internation-
ally and 
cross- 
culturally, 
go to 
Chapter 2, 
page 52.

In the global 
market, the 
ability to com-
municate is 
the key to 
success.

Link
Ethical, 
legal, and 
political 
issues are 
discussed in 
Chapter 4, 
starting on 
page 89.
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These findings are in line with conclusions from other surveys. When members of 
the American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics (AIAA) were asked to evalu-
ate their educational preparation for their jobs, they ranked the following areas as the 
ones needing improvement in engineering education.

Areas of Needed Improvement in Education for Engineers

1.	 Oral communication

2.	 Visualization in three dimensions

3.	 Technical writing

4.	 Understanding the processes of fabrication and assembly

5.	 Using CAD, CAM, and solid modeling

6.	 Estimating solutions to complex problems without using computer models

7.	 Sketching and drawing

The membership of the AIAA is made up mostly of engineers, so it is interesting 
that two out of three of the top skills they listed stress the importance of technical 
communication.

Corporations spend billions each year to improve the writing skills of their em-
ployees, according to the 2004 report “A Ticket to Work . . . or a Ticket Out,” 
from the National Commission on Writing. Poor writing skills are the “kiss of death,” 
according to the report, because 51 percent of companies say they “frequently or al-
most always take writing into consideration when hiring salaried employees” (p. 29).

Fortunately, you can learn how to write and speak effectively in the technical 
workplace. The ability to communicate effectively is not something people are born 
with. With guidance and practice, anyone can learn to write and speak well. Right 
now, you have a golden opportunity to develop these important technical communica-
tion skills. They will help you land the job you want, and they will help you succeed.

If you are reading this book, you are probably in a class on technical communica-
tion or are looking to improve your skills in the technical workplace. This book will 
give you the tools you need for success.

C
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•	 By consciously developing a writing process, you will learn how to write more	
efficiently. In other words, you will “work smarter, not harder.”

•	 A useful workplace writing process includes the following stages: planning and 
researching, organizing and drafting, improving the style, designing, and revising 
and editing.

•	 Technical writing genres are helpful for organizing information into patterns that 
your readers will expect.

•	 Computers, the Internet, and instant forms of communication have had an enor-
mous impact on communication in the technical workplace.
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Individual or Team Projects
 1.	Locate a document that is used in a technical workplace through a search engine 

like Google.com, Bing.com, or Yahoo.com. To find documents, type in key words 
like “report,” “proposal,” “instructions,” and “presentation.”

	 	 What characteristics make the document you found a form of technical commu-
nication? Develop a two-minute presentation for your class in which you highlight 
these characteristics of the document. Compare and contrast the document with 
academic essays you have written for your other classes.

2.	Using a search engine on the Internet, locate a professional who works in your chosen 
field. Write an e-mail asking that person what kinds of documents or presentations 
he or she needs to produce. Ask how much time he or she devotes to communication 
on the job. Ask whether he or she has some advice about how to gain and improve 
the communication skills that you will need in your career. Write a memo to your 
instructor in which you summarize your findings.

3.	Using the information in this chapter, write a memo to your instructor in which 
you compare and contrast the kinds of writing you have done for classes in the past 
(e.g., essays, short answer, short stories) with the kinds of writing you expect to do 
in your career. Then, tell your instructor how this class would best help you pre-
pare for your career in a technical workplace.

Collaborative Project: 
Writing a Course Mission Statement
As you begin this semester, it is a good idea for your class to develop a common under-
standing of the course objectives and outcomes. Companies develop mission statements 
to help focus their efforts and keep their employees striving toward common ends. 
Corporate mission statements are typically general and nonspecific, but they set an 
agenda or tone for how the company will do business internally and with its clients.

•	 Technical communication is defined as a process of managing technical informa-
tion in ways that allow people to take action.

•	 Technical communication is a blend of actions, words, and images. Readers expect 
technical documents to use writing, visuals, and design to communicate effectively.

•	 Technical communication is interactive, adaptable, reader centered, and usually 
produced in teams.

•	 Technical communication has ethical, legal, political, international, and cross-
cultural dimensions that must be considered.

•	 Effective written and spoken communication will be vital to your career.
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Your task in this assignment is to work with a group to develop a “Course Mission 
Statement” in which you lay out your expectations for the course, your instructor, and 
yourselves. To write the mission statement, follow these steps:

1.	Use an Internet search engine to find your own examples of mission statements. 
Just type “mission statement” in Yahoo.com, Bing.com, or Google.com.

2.	 In class, with your group, identify the common characteristics of these mission 
statements. Pay special attention to their content, organization, and style. Make 
note of their common features.

3.	With your group, write your own course mission statement. Be sure to include 
goals you would like the course to meet. You might also want to develop an “ethics 
statement” that talks about your approach to ethical issues associated with assign-
ments, course readings, and attendance.

4.	Compare your group’s course mission statement with other groups’ mission state-
ments. Note places where your statement is similar to and different from their 
statements.

When your course mission statement is complete, it should provide a one-paragraph 
description of what you are trying to achieve in your class.
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In this chapter, you will learn:

•	 How to develop a comprehensive profile of a document’s readers.

•	 How to tailor your document’s content, organization, style, and 
design for international and cross-cultural communication. 

•	 How to sort your readers into primary, secondary, tertiary, or 
gatekeeper audiences.

•	 Techniques for identifying readers’ needs, values, and attitudes 
about you and your document.

•	 How to analyze the physical, economic, political, and ethical  
contexts of use that influence how readers will interpret your text.

•	 How to anticipate the needs of international and cross-cultural 
readers.

M02_JOHN0406_02_SE_C02.indd   39 12/11/14   4:26 PM



Chapter 2 
Readers and 
Contexts of Use

40

Knowing your readers is vital to effective technical communication. Your readers  
will have their own needs, values, and attitudes about what you are saying. 

Meanwhile, more than ever, readers don’t have time to slog through information they 
don’t need. So, you should find out exactly what your readers need to know and how 
they want that information presented.

Another concern is the ever-increasing importance of international communication 
through electronic networks. In technical fields, you will find yourself regularly com-
municating with people who speak other languages, have different customs, and hold 
different expectations. Computers have broken down many of the geographical barri-
ers that once separated people and cultures. It is now common to communicate with 
people around the world on a daily basis.

Profiling Your Readers
In technical communication, documents are designed to suit the needs of specific 
types of readers. For this reason, early in the writing process, you should profile 
the types of people who might be interested in your document.

Reader profiles are sketches of your readers’ tendencies, abilities, experiences, 
needs, values, and attitudes. To build a profile, begin by asking yourself the Five-W 
and How Questions about your readers (Figure 2.1).

Who might read this document?
What information do they need?

Your readers 
only want the 
information 
they need 
to make a 
decision or 
take action. 
As the writer, 
it is your job 
to find out 
what they 
need and how 
they want the 
information 
presented.

Chapter 2 
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40
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Where will they read the document?
When will they read the document?
Why will they be reading it?
How will they be reading it?

As you answer these questions, keep in mind the following guidelines about your 
readers and how they prefer to read.

Guideline One: Readers are “raiders” for information—People don’t read 
technical documents for pleasure. Instead, most readers are  
raiding your document for the information they need to make decisions or 
take action.

Guideline Two: Readers are wholly responsible for interpreting your text—
You won’t be available to explain what your document means, so your 
readers need to be able to easily figure out on their own what you are telling 
them.

Guideline Three: Readers want only “need-to-know” information—
Readers want you to give them only the information they need, nothing 
more. Any additional material only makes the information they want 
harder to find.

Profile of Readers

Who are they?

What do they need?

Where will they be reading?

When will they be reading?

Why will they be reading?

How will they be reading?

Developing a Reader Profile

Figure 2.1: 
To develop a 
profile of your 
readers, use 
the Five-W 
and How 
Questions to 
look at them 
from a variety 
of perspec-
tives.
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Guideline Four: Readers prefer concise texts—The shorter, the better. 
Usually, the longer the document is, the less likely it is that people are going 
to read it. Your readers prefer documents that get to the point and highlight 
the important information.

Guideline Five: Readers prefer documents with graphics and effective page 
design—We live in a visual culture. Large blocks of text intimidate most 
readers. So, include graphics and use page design to make your document 
more readable.

Identifying Your Readers
You should always begin by identifying the readers of your document. Figure 2.2 
shows a Writer-Centered Analysis Chart that will help you locate the various kinds 
of people who might look over your text (Mathes & Stevenson, 1976). You, as the 
writer, are in the center ring. Each ring in the chart identifies your readers from most 
important (primary readers) to least important (tertiary readers).

To use the Writer-Centered Analysis Chart, begin filling in the names and titles of the 
primary, secondary, tertiary, and gatekeeper readers who will or might look over your work.

Primary Readers (Action Takers)    The primary readers are the people to whom 
your document is addressed. They are usually action takers because the information 
you are providing will allow them to do something or to make a decision. Usually, 
your document will have only one or two primary readers or types of primary readers.

Gatekeepers

Tertiary

Secondary

Primary

Writer

Writer-Centered Analysis Chart

Figure 2.2: 
A Writer-
Centered 
Analysis 
Chart starts 
with you in 
the center 
and identifies 
the various 
people who 
might be 
interested 
in your 
document.
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Secondary Readers (Advisors)    The secondary readers are 
people who advise the primary readers. Usually, they are experts in the 
field, or they have special knowledge that the primary readers require 
to make a decision. They might be engineers, technicians, lawyers, 
scientists, doctors, accountants, and others to whom the primary read-
ers will turn for advice.

�Tertiary Readers (Evaluators)   The tertiary readers include oth-
ers who may have an interest in your document’s information. They are 
often evaluators of you, your team, or your company. These readers might 
be local news reporters, lawyers, auditors, historians, politicians, commu-
nity activists, environmentalists, or perhaps your company’s competitors. 
Even if you don’t expect your document to ever fall into these readers’ 
hands, you should keep them in mind to avoid writing anything that 
could put you or your company at risk. Figure 2.3, for example, shows a 
memo in which the tertiary readers were not kept in mind.

Gatekeepers (Supervisors)    The gatekeepers are people who will need to look 
over your document before it is sent to the primary readers. The most common gate-
keeper is your immediate supervisor. In some cases, though, your company’s lawyers, 
accountants, and others may need to sign off on the document before it is sent out.

Each of these four types of readers will look for different kinds of information. The 
primary readers are the most important, so their needs come first. Nevertheless, a 
well-written document also anticipates the needs of the secondary, tertiary, and gate-
keeper readers.

Profiling Your Readers’ Needs, Values, and Attitudes
Now that you have identified the readers of your document, you should develop pro-
files that describe their needs, values, and attitudes. Don’t assume that your readers 
have the same needs, values, and attitudes as you do. Readers often have very differ-
ent characteristics and expectations than the writers of a document.

As you begin considering your readers, think about some of the following issues:

•	 readers’ familiarity with the subject
•	 readers’ professional experience
•	 readers’ educational level
•	 readers’ reading and comprehension level
•	 readers’ skill level

With these readers’ characteristics in mind, you can begin viewing your document 
from their perspective. To help you deepen this perspective, a Reader Analysis Chart, 
like the one shown in Figure 2.4, can help you identify your readers’ needs, values, 
and attitudes toward your text.

To use the Reader Analysis Chart, fill in what you know about your readers’ 
needs, values, and attitudes.

A
t A

 G
l
a

n
c

e

Types of Readers

•	� Primary readers: 
Action takers

•	� Secondary readers: 
Advisors

•	� Tertiary readers: 
Evaluators

•	� Gatekeepers: 
Supervisors
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Primary
readers are
identified
here.

This list
summarizes
the current
situation.

The memo
returns to its
main point.

The author
looks to the
future.

The purpose
and main
point are
stated up
front.

From: [DHS] Broadcast
Sent: Tuesday, January 30, 2007
Subject: MESSAGE FROM [DHS] DEPUTY SECRETARY (Michael) JACKSON: DHS FHC SURVEY RESULTS

Importance: High

January 30, 2007

MEMORANDUM FOR ALL DHS EMPLOYEES

FROM:           MICHAEL P. JACKSON

SUBJECT:     Federal Human Capital Survey Results

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) surveyed federal employees last summer about various measures of job
satisfaction and agency performance, and the results will be released today. Over 10,400 DHS employees responded
and, candidly, what you said shows that DHS is not where any of us wants to be.

The survey results will be posted on the OPM website (www.opm.gov) and our own DHS intranet, and we encourage you
to review them in detail. In brief, of 36 peer federal agencies surveyed, DHS ranks as follows:

    • 36th on the job satisfaction index
    • 35th on the leadership and knowledge management index
    • 36th on the results-oriented performance culture index
    • 33rd on the talent management index

These results deliver a clear and jolting message from managers and line employees alike. On whole, it is not
significantly changed since OPM’s 2004 employee survey. Secretary Chertoff and I discussed these results with
concern.

Initial details indicate that we get low marks in basic supervision, management and leadership. Some examples are:

    • Promotion and pay increase based on merit
    • Dealing with poor performance
    • Rewarding creativity and innovation
    • Leadership generating high levels of motivation in the workforce
    • Recognition for doing a good job
    • Lack of satisfaction with various component policies and procedures
    • Lack of information about what is going on with the organization

I am writing to assure you that, starting at the top, the leadership team across DHS is committed to address the
underlying reasons for DHS employee dissatisfaction and suggestions for improvement.

Standing up this new and vital Department is clearly not a walk in the park, but our employees bring a passion for this
mission, great professionalism and outstanding performance every single day. DHS employees have shouldered the 
weight of long hours, complex integration assignments, multiple reorganizations, and no small amount of criticism. In
some cases you’ve had to wait too long for tools you need to succeed.

These are not excuses to rationalize where we stand, rather an acknowledgement on my part of how much our team is
doing. And there are good news items in the survey for DHS. As chief operating officer of DHS, I commit to improve
results. We will need your help.

Several months ago, the Secretary asked the Homeland Security Advisory Council to study and suggest a strategy for
creating a stronger common culture. This month, drawing on the experience of top executives in the private sector, the
Council has delivered a set of recommendations for promoting a culture of excellence in DHS.

In the days ahead, our Under Secretary for Management, Paul Schneider, will join the Secretary and me in evaluating
carefully the details of the OPM survey and the HSAC report. Our first steps will be to analyze thoroughly the survey
data, including specific attention to those government organizations that are recognized for their high performance in
these areas, and determine the specific steps to improvement. This process will include the leadership team in each
operating component and every headquarters unit to discuss details of the survey with our workforce. We will do so
with a sense of urgency and seriousness.

Strengthening core management is one of the Secretary’s highest priorities and the key elements are effective
communications and proper recognition of our workforce. You deserve nothing less. We will build on some good work
that has already been done to chart a path forward on these issues. We will then go where you point us, to improve
job satisfaction for the DHS team.

Along the way, I will continue to ask for your help and guidance. Thanks in advance for that assistance, and thanks for
what you are doing each day for DHS.

A Memo That Does Not Consider Tertiary Readers

Figure 2.3: 
This memo 
was leaked 
to the press 
by someone 
at the U.S. 
Department 
of Homeland 
Security 
(DHS). In 
it, the DHS 
Deputy 
Director dis-
cusses the 
results of 
a survey of 
government 
employees. 
The survey’s 
results reveal 
the incredibly 
low opinion 
that DHS’s 
employees 
have of their 
department 
and its man-
agement. The 
author tries 
to spin the 
results while 
conceding 
the obvious. 
This memo 
caused 
some public 
embarrass-
ment when it 
slipped out.

Source: Slate Magazine, http://www.slate.com/id2158997.
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Readers Needs Values Attitudes

Primary

Secondary

Tertiary

Gatekeepers

Reader Analysis Chart

Figure 2.4: 
To better un-
derstand your 
readers, fill in 
this Reader 
Analysis 
Chart with 
notes about 
their charac-
teristics.

Needs    What information do your primary readers require to make a 
decision or take action? What do the secondary readers need if they are 
going to make positive recommendations to the primary readers? What 
are the tertiary and gatekeeper readers looking for in your document?

Values    What do your readers value most? Do they value efficiency 
and consistency? Do they value accuracy? Is profit a key concern? 
How much do they value environmental or social concerns?

Attitudes    What are your readers’ attitudes toward you, your 
company, and the subject of your document? Will your readers be 
excited, upset, wary, positive, hopeful, careful, concerned, skeptical, 
or heartened by what you are telling them?

As you fill in the Reader Analysis Chart, you will be making 
strategic guesses about your readers. Put a question mark (?) in 
spaces where you aren’t sure about your readers’ needs, values, 
or attitudes. These question marks highlight where you need to do 
more research on your readers.

Profiling Contexts of Use
The places where people will read your document can strongly influence how they  
interpret what you say. So, you should also build a profile of the contexts of use in 
which they will read or use your document.

A
t A
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e

Determining How 
Readers Make  

Decisions
•	 �Needs—information 

the readers need to 
take action or make a 
decision

•	 �Values—issues, goals, 
or beliefs that the 
readers feel are impor-
tant

•	 �Attitudes—the readers’ 
emotional response to 
you, your project, or 
your company
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Identifying the Context of Use
Perhaps the most obvious concern is the physical context in which the document will 
be used. Will your readers be in their office or at a meeting? Will they be on the fac-
tory floor, trying to repair a robotic arm? Or are they in the emergency room, trying 
to save someone’s life? Each of these physical contexts will alter the way your readers 
interpret your document.

But context of use goes beyond your readers’ physical context. Your readers may 
also be influenced by the economic, ethical, and political issues that shape how they 
see the world. To help you sort out these various contexts, you can use a Context 
Analysis Chart like the one shown in Figure 2.5.

To use the Context Analysis Chart, fill in what you know about the physical, eco-
nomic, political, and ethical issues that might influence the primary readers, their 
company, and their industry.

Physical Context    Where will your readers use your document? 
How do these various places affect how they will read your document? 
How should you write and design the document to fit these places?

Economic Context    What are the economic issues that will influ-
ence your readers’ decisions? What are the costs and benefits of your 
ideas? How would accepting your ideas change the financial situation 
of your readers, their company, or their industry?

Political Context    What are the political forces influencing you 
and your readers? On a micropolitical level, how will your ideas af-
fect your readers’ relationships with you, their supervisors, or their 
colleagues? On a macropolitical level, how will political trends at the 
local, state, federal, and international levels shape how your readers 
interpret your ideas?

�Ethical Context    How will your ideas affect the rights, values, 
and well-being of others? Does your document involve any social or 
environmental issues that might be of concern to your readers? Will 
any laws or rules be bent or broken if your readers do what you want?

Put a question mark (?) in spaces where you don’t have specific information about 
your readers’ physical, economic, political, and ethical contexts. You can then turn to 
the Internet for answers, or you can interview Subject Matter Experts who may have 
the answers you need.

Using Profiles to Your Own Advantage
You are now ready to use your Reader Analysis and Context Analysis charts to 
strengthen your writing and make it more informed and persuasive. In your charts, circle 

A
t A
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Context of Use

•	 �Physical context—the 
places where the 
readers will use your 
document

•	 �Economic context—the 
money-related issues 
that will restrict the 
kinds of actions pos-
sible

•	 �Political context—the 
micropolitical and ma-
cropolitical trends that 
will guide your readers

•	 �Ethical context—the 
personal, social, and 
environmental issues 
that shape the read-
ers’ responses Link

For more 
help with 
identifying 
ethical  
issues, see 
Chapter 4, 
pages 88.
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Advantage

or highlight the most important terms, concepts, and phrases. The items you circle are the 
tensions that you will need to address as you collect information and draft the document.

As you draft your document, your analysis of readers and contexts of use will help you:

•	 make strategic decisions about what information to include in your document
•	 organize your document to highlight the information that is most important to 

your readers
•	 develop a persuasive style that will appeal to your readers
•	 design the document for the places where it will be used

Figures 2.6 and 2.7 show documents from the same website about the same topic, 
West Nile virus, which are written for two different types of readers. The first docu-
ment, Figure 2.6, is written for the general public. Notice how it uses content, organi-
zation, style, and design to appeal to this audience.

The second document, Figure 2.7, is written for medical personnel. Notice how the 
content is far more complex and the style is less personal in the document for medical 
personnel. Effective reader analysis and context analysis allowed the author of these 
documents (probably the same person) to effectively present the same information to 
two very different kinds of readers.

Primary
Readers

Readers’
Company

Physical
Context

Economic
Context

Political
Context

Ethical
Context

Readers’
Industry

Context Analysis Chart

Figure 2.5: 
Each reader 
is influenced 
by physical, 
economic, 
political, 
and ethical 
concerns. 
A Context 
Analysis 
Chart antici-
pates these 
concerns for 
the primary 
readers, their 
company, and 
their industry.
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Style is
action
oriented.

Images
reinforce
written text.

Headings
help readers
scan the
document.

Common
examples are
used to
illustrate
points.

Document Written for the General Public

Figure 2.6: 
This docu-
ment on West 
Nile virus was 
written for the 
general pub-
lic. It is  
action ori-
ented and 
not very 
technical. The 
images also 
help reinforce 
the message, 
and the lay-
out makes  
it highly  
scannable.

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod 
/dvbid/westnile/index.html.
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