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Analyzing Your Audience

The form and content of every technical document are determined by the situation that calls for that document: your audience and your purpose. In actuality, it is more crucial to first define your audience than it is to first define your purpose. In school, most students have a basic idea of what their teachers expect and what they want to read. This is not the case in business and industry, where you will have to write to audiences with different purposes and different skill levels. 

The first step in analyzing your audience is to classify each reader on the basis of his or her knowledge of the subject. Basically, every reader can be classified into one of the following four categories:

1. The expert is a highly trained individual with an extensive theoretical and practical understanding of the field. When you write to an expert, you can get right to the details of the technical subject without spending time sketching the fundamentals. An expert is generally comfortable with long, well-constructed sentences and highly technical vocabulary. The expert can understand more sophisticated diagrams and graphs than can most readers.

2. The technician has practical, hands-on skills and takes the expert’s ideas and turns them into real products and procedures. The technician fabricates, operates, maintains, and repairs mechanisms of all sorts, and sometimes teaches other people how to operate them. When you write to a technician, do not include complex theoretical discussions; instead, include schematic diagrams, parts lists, and step-by-step instructions. A technician will generally prefer short or medium-length sentences and common vocabulary.

3. The manager coordinates and supervises the day-to-day activities of the organization. A manager must juggle constraints – financial, personnel, time and informational – and make logical and reasonable decisions quickly. A manager has to get a job completed on schedule; he does not have time to study a theory the way that an expert does. A manager wants to know the bottom line. When you write to a manager, try to determine his or her technical background; then choose an appropriate vocabulary and sentence length. If you know your reader will take your information and use it in a document that will be addressed to higher-level executives, make your reader’s job easier by including an executive summary to help your reader see the major points you are making. 

4. The general reader or layperson reads out of curiosity or self-interest. When you write to a general reader, use a simple vocabulary and relatively short sentences when you discuss subjects that might be confusing. Translate jargon into standard English idiom. Use analogies and examples to clarity your discussion. Discuss the human angle – how the situation affects people. Sketch in any special background that will help your reader follow your discussion more easily. For the general reader, concentrate on the implications of what you are presenting. 

Accommodating the Multiple Audience

A modular report is a successful way to handle addressing a multiple audience. Such a report might contain an executive summary for the managers, a full technical discussion for the experts, an implementation schedule for the technicians, and a financial plan in an appendix for accountants.

Understanding Multiculturalism

Technical communication across different cultures is now a fact of life in the business, technology, and academic worlds. Following are five basic categories of differing cultural patterns:

1. Values and beliefs

· Gender roles – Women play a more significant role in the workplace in Western cultures than they do in Middle Eastern or Asian cultures. 

· Attitudes toward time – Although time is viewed as a linear concept in Western cultures, it is seen cyclically in many other cultures with the focus on the present and no consideration given to the beginning or end. 
2. Language use

· Vocabulary and sentence length

United States – Readers expect simple vocabulary and short sentences.

Europe – Readers expect more complicated vocabulary and long sentences.

· Numbers

People in the United States use the foot, pound, second (fps) method of numbering.

      People in the rest of the world uses the meter, kilogram, second (mks) or 

                  metric method of numbering.

      Americans use periods to separate numbers from decimals, and commas to 

                  separate thousands from the hundreds. Much of the rest of the world reverses 


      this usage.

                  United States:
3,425.6

   
      Europe:

3.425,6

· Dates 

The American style of writing dates is different from most other styles.

United States
March 2, 1999

3/2/99

Europe

2 March 1999

2/3/99


The European style is gaining popularity in the United States.

Japan

2 March 1999

99/2/3

3. Document development and structure

· Individual and group orientation

The typical U.S. professional is highly individualistic in outlook; the average Asian professional is highly group oriented. U.S. writers will express a personal point of view; Asian writers will refer to their organization rather than express a personal viewpoint.

· The nature of evidence

In most Western countries, evidence is empirical and testable. In many other cultures, tradition, authority, and group consensus are more important than empirical evidence.

· Organization

Americans tend to structure documents deductively, from the general to the particular. In much of the rest of the world, the organization is inductive, from the particulars to the general. 

· Directness and indirectness

Americans expect explicit, direct documents with the structure clearly spelled out. Many European and Asian cultures value indirectness and digression.

· Graphics

Symbolic graphics that are clear in one culture may not translate well. 

· Document design

The use of white space in documents varies among cultures. The English use a denser, more crowded design than Americans, and the Japanese place a focal point in the center of the page.

· Format

Many cultures use set patterns for the saluation, the opening and closing paragraphs, and the complimentary close in business letters. In Asian cultures, it is common to begin business letters with a reference to the season of the year.

· Amount of detail

In high-context cultures, such as the Japanese, the meaning is communicated more implicitly than explicitly. The reader must infer the details through the context and tone of the document; therefore, documents tend to be relatively short.

In low-context cultures, such as the United States, the message is stated explicitly and fully supported by details; therefore, documents tend to be long.

· Business customs

Since business customs vary greatly from culture to culture, it is important to adhere to the appropriate customs when dealing with people from other cultures. Following are several areas to note for differing business customs:

Business protocol – This includes greetings, business dress, and gift giving.

The level of formality observed and expected varies from culture to culture.

Nonverbal communication - Hand gestures that are acceptable in one culture can be offensive in another. Europeans generally allow less distance between two people talking than do Americans. Seating arrangements in offices and meetings also vary among cultures.

· Punctuality – Lateness is expected in some cultures; punctuality is the norm in others.

· Bribery – In many cultures, this is a requirement for doing business, but it has serious legal and ethical implications for Americans.

4. Legal Systems

In foreign countries, you must adhere to local laws.

5. Guidelines for writing or addressing multicultural audiences:

· Limit your vocabulary.

Try to use words that have only one meaning.

· Define abbreviations and acronyms in a glossary.

· Avoid jargon.

· Avoid idioms.

· Keep sentences short. 

· Use the active voice whenever possible.

· Be sensitive to the other culture when creating graphics. 

· Have the document reviewed by someone from the other culture.
For additional information, please contact gpalmer@ece.gatech.edu
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