
Effective technical 
communication



Communicating effectively 
enables you to:
Gain credibility
• Have influence over key 

stakeholders
• Build trust with colleagues
• Advance in your career

Keep the customer 
happy
• Transparent 

communication 
contributes to customer 
“goodwill”, which is an 
intangible asset

• Brand loyalty

Contribute to the 
bottom line
• Clear communication 

makes your projects have 
more impact

• Decrease calls to 
technical support
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Goodwill is so important that is it appears on my balance sheets as an intangible asset.Often technical documentation is consulted by customers prior to calling technical support, or the help desk. If the online help, for example, is well written, clients may be able to answer their own questions, and this reduces the burden and cost to the company’s help desk. In addition, technical documentation is often used by the help desk to answer questions that come in. Don’t forget about this internal audience.



Examples of poor 
communication
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Examples of poor 
communication 
(from various 
journalists)

Kids Make Nutritious Snacks
Do they taste like chicken?

Panda Mating Fails: Veterinarian Takes Over
Rather him than me.

Red Tape Holds Up New Bridges
There’s something stronger than duct tape?

Local High School Dropouts Cut in Half
Sounds like a chainsaw massacre

(from http://richarddetrich.com)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Unfortunately these journalists used headlines that had double meanings. The results are somewhat amusing! 



How do we communicate 
effectively?
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How do we communicate 
effectively?

#1: Know your audience
• Take the time to analyze who your audience is
• Determine what their needs are

#2: Have a clear message you want to 
communicate and state this up front
Use the “active voice”
• Active: “Click the XX icon to view your results
• Passive: (don’t use)

When the XX icon is clicked, the results are 
displayed
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Best to have firsthand knowledge and meet with your audience.However, if this is not possible, you can use user personas. Or, you can someone that does know your audience and meets with them regularly.You should have a clear message that you want to communicate and you should state this upfront.By using the active voice, your reader will be more engaged and more likely to keep reading your message. The only exception would be to use the passive voice for things like error messages. This is done so that the user doesn’t take it personally when they read an error message. It’s not their fault that the application popped up an error message, so we don’t want to insult them. An error message such as “You attempted to delete crucial data” would not be appropriate. Instead, an error message such as “crucial data cannot be deleted” would be better.



Audience types
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Audience types

Administrator
wants to know about time & resources -> focus on costs & benefits 
(also known as “the bottom line”). 

Expert
wants detailed information, including theories, background, and 
research -> they want an in-depth understanding of things.

Technician
wants procedures & schematics, information on how to fix things, 
and practical info on the product’s details.

Layperson
wants information (could be procedural or explanatory) that helps 
them accomplish their tasks / goals. Usually they need analogies, 
illustrations, or comparisons to help them make sense of new things.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This information is from the Society of Technical Communication’s Intercom magazine and at the end of this presentation, there is a slide that summarizes the resources I used. The Admin – focused on the bottom line. They want info that is succinctly stated.Layperson – with this audience type, you can use analogies. For example, if you were describing a computer, you could compare it to the human brain. Sometimes these comparisons make things more understandable.



Information architecture
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Information 
architecture

The most important information goes first

Use a logical flow
need a structure and a pattern (consistency), or your content will 
become convoluted and hard-to-understand

Structure examples:
• Chronological
• Cause and effect

• Process
• Classification
• Compare and contrast
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
It’s very risky to put important information at the very end of a message or topic.



Style
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a large section in this presentation and in some cases, it deals with the aesthetics of what the user sees.



Style

Use a style guide and ensure that you stick to it
Use precise words
Avoid “buzz” words and pretentious words. 
Avoid the use of acronyms. If your goal is to communicate, then 
state your case using simple, concise English.
Use “click” not “press” when referring to selecting objects in 
software. The word “press” is appropriate for pressing a key on the 
keyboard. Use “tap” when referring to instructions on a mobile 
device.

Correct spelling is important
If you misspell words, it’s one of the quickest ways to lose credibility. 
The thought is “if the spelling is wrong, how accurate is the content 
itself?”

Use the appropriate level of complexity 
“the more complex the writing, the less respect the readers had of 
the writer” Society of Technical Communication Intercom Article –
Feb 2014
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Buzz words tend to be over-used and lose their impact over time. How many times have you heard phrases like? “let’s give it 110%”, or “think outside the box”, or “move the needle”. After awhile, you can see people cringe when they hear these terms.With respect to pretentious words, you’re best to adopt a simple word vs. a complex one. For example, the word “use” is effective and less pretentious than “utilize”. You won’t be impressing anyone with fancy words, or unnecessary jargon.Acronyms can often mean different things for different products or concepts. Simple, concise English -> this is important for users that have English as a second language. It will also save money if you translate or localize your technical materials. An example of using precise words: click vs. press vs. tap.



Style continued…

Write clear, plain sentences
Put the subject of the sentence at the beginning of the sentence. 
Don’t use nominalizations (that is, making verbs into nouns). For 
example, you can use decontaminate as a verb, which results in a 
clear sentence. Or, you can use decontamination as a noun, which  
results in a weaker sentence.

Use punctuation
Having run-on sentences will annoy your audience and obscure 
your message. Don’t make it hard on the reader to understand 
what you’re trying to say.
Bullets
Don’t overwhelm your audience with bulleted items. Use a 
maximum of 9 bullets, and put the items in some sort of order, so 
that it’s easier for your audience to remember (not a random list of 
elements).

White space is your friend
Don’t jam everything together… this becomes a barrier to 
readability
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Style continued…

Anthropomorphism
don’t give human characteristics to software applications. For 
example, application X doesn’t “allow” you to do something. 
Instead, reword the sentence. For instance, you can do X by 
clicking the XX icon.

Verbs vs. nouns
Start up your computer vs. The startup process is time-consuming.

Capitalization
All caps vs title case vs sentence case vs lowercase
Examples:

This is Title Case
This is sentence case
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Capitalization can be a contentious issue as many people have strong opinions about this style.ALL CAPS is usually frowned upon b/c it’s like shouting and the impact of capitalization loses its impact with overuseTitle case stands out more than sentence case, and is often preferred for short titles. Title case is more formal than sentence case and capitalizes the first letter of each word with some exceptions. Excluded from capitalization are prepositions such as “from, to, through, etc. articles (such as, the, an ,a), and coordinating conjunctions (such as, and, or). Proper nouns (e.g., New York) are always capitalizedSentence case capitalizes the first letter of the first word and all proper nouns. Sentence case is often easier to implement b/c there is less confusion about which words to capitalize.



Style continued…

Word use examples
“use” – less pretentious than utilize
Dialog box, not dialog, nor dialogue box
Mockups, not mocking
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Summary

Effective communication is the key to your success! 

By applying the principles in this presentation, your materials will 
have a greater impact, and your circle of influence will increase.

16



References

Intercom articles published by the Society of Technical 
Communication (STC) 

• Houser, A. “Written Communication” Intercom pges 13-14 Mar 
2017

• Bosley, D. “From Chaos to Clarity” Intercom pges 16-20 Feb 2014 
• Devney, J. “Strategies for Designing Effective Presentations” 

Intercom pges 19-22 Oct 2013 

• Devney, J. “Unhappy Customers are just the Beginning” Intercom 
pges 14-18 Feb 2013

• Oestreich, L. “A Toolbox for New Technical Communicators” 
Intercom pges-10-14 Nov/Dec 2013.

17



Good luck!
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