Thirteen Ways for Technical Communicators to Explain Their

Contributions to the Organization

Ben Minson

Boyd faced the project manager, ready to get
an overview of the project—what it was all
about, what it could do, who the customers
were. The manager, Chester, leaned forward
and intertwined his fingers on his desktop.
“So, Boyd, tell me what you're here for. What
are you going to do for this project? What's
your role?”

Silence hung between them as if someone had
strung it up to the motionless ceiling fan.
Boyd wished he could turn on that fan
because he felt his face growing warm. My
role? Don’t you know? The manager’s tone
told Boyd he didn't, and it even carried a hint
of challenge.

He was at a loss for words, however. Boyd
took this job expecting that he would be able
to start working right away, not having to
justify his membership on the team. The
technical publications manager had assigned
him to this project, and Boyd had assumed
that they were ready for him. But it seemed
that before he could start educating
customers and users, he had to educate the
project team.

Starting with the manager, who could
possibly make or break his job.

Never Heard of Us?

Technical communicators, known by a variety
of titles, are most commonly called technical
writers. Employed by organizations both in
business and not for profit, we work in
scientific, technological, and other industries
to improve the experience of product and
information consumers.

According to the Society for Technical
Communication, technical communicators:

Develop and design instructional and
informational tools needed to assure safe,
appropriate and effective use of science
and technology, intellectual property, and
manufactured products and services.
Combine multi-media knowledge and
strong communication skills with tech-
nical expertise to educate across the en-
tire spectrum of users’ abilities, technical
experience, and visual and auditory
capabilities.
(http://www.stc.org/story/tc tw.asp)

In spite of definitions like this, you may have
found yourself in Boyd'’s position, struggling
to verbalize your contribution to the team,
the product, and the bottom line. Or you may
see an opportunity to carve out a technical
writing position where there isn’t one, but
first you have to tell people what they need
when they don’t realize something is missing.
The purpose of this discussion is to fill your
brain with ways to explain to project
managers, hiring managers, engineers, and
other professionals why you belong among
them—and why you deserve the salary or
rate of a professional.

The Goal of Technical
Communication

Often, companies and their departments,
divisions, and teams focus on the objective of
making money. After all, that’s what they’re in
business to do. The product, be it goods,
services, or information, is a means to that end.


http://www.stc.org/story/tc_tw.asp
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But what about the way the consumer views
the product? The product is also a means to an
end—to create something, increase efficiency,
improve surroundings, or have fun. Or even to
turn around and make money back.

The fact is that the consumer has some
objective in mind for the product. The goal of
the technical communicator is to make the
user successful. And when users are
successful, they’ll come back for more. That
means increased sales or other forms of
organizational success.

The following sections explain why technical
communicators are important—even
essential—for organizations as they
distribute products of all kinds.

1: End Users Need Documentation

Simply put, users need to know how to use
your product before they can actually use it.
Some learn by trial and error or by just
getting in there and doing it, but others
actually do read the instructions. Some solve
problems by calling technical support; others
want resources at their fingertips that allow
them to quickly find the answer. Some people
like to watch simple videos. Even something
as simple as a quick-start guide for a product
can be enough, and some users will never
need to look at any more lengthy documents.
But others do.

Perhaps the product is intuitive. It stands on
its own and speaks for itself. The designers or
engineers may tell you that, but what is
intuitive to someone who deals with
schematics or programming code every day is
not necessarily intuitive to an end user.
Everyone has a different background and
views things in a unique way. In fact, the only
things that are intuitive in life are putting
things in our mouths, since humans learn
how to do that very quickly after birth. (See
http://www.dmncommunications.com/webl
0g/?p=1462 for more on this subject.)

Case in Point: End Users Need
Documentation

In a questionnaire I distributed to users of
one of the applications I document, I asked
them to rank several options in order of
their preference when it came to getting
answers to their questions about the
application.

Calling technical support rated very low
for most respondents. Asking a co-worker
was the highest preference, but consulting
some form of documentation was also
ranked highly.

The job of a technical communicator is to take
technical material and make it
understandable to the least learned user. In
addition, engineers are engineers, not
writers. In general, they want to engineer, not
spend time documenting the product.

Because they don’t want to do it, they most
likely will not give it the attention it deserves.

As STC’s definition of technical
communication states, we aid users in being
effective in their use of products so they can
get done what they want to do.

Not all technical communicators work on
projects; some document processes. For
example, a writer employed by a local
government may provide copy for the
government website explaining clearly how
to obtain a certain license or permit. We all
know (or can imagine) how frustrated people
can become with dealing with government
policies and processes, and technical
communicators can improve the situation
with easily navigable and straightforward
information.


http://www.dmncommunications.com/weblog/?p=1462
http://www.dmncommunications.com/weblog/?p=1462
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2: Documentation Can Save Lives

Some products can be hazardous if used
improperly. Think of power tools with sharp,
fast-moving parts. The user guide lets the
consumer know how to avoid harm to person
and property.

Technical writers can save lives in other
senses. We work in numerous fields,
including medical and mechanical.
Professionals who need to understand
policies and procedures are served by
technical communicators, who communicate
the needed material in a clear way. Those
who receive life-saving services benefit in a
concrete way from proper documentation
(see the box below).

Case in Point: Documentation Can Save
Lives

The September/October 2009 issue of
Intercom, STC’s magazine, tells about Laura
Carpenter, who documents equipment and

processes regarding blood donations. This
information is essential for personnel who
take the blood to be able to properly
handle it, and those who receive blood
donations are the direct beneficiaries of
this proper handling.

3: Product Documentation Can Be a
Selling Point

Since documentation and training are usually
considered appendages and lesser aspects of
a product, they are far from being seen as
part of what draws a potential buyer. But
some people use the documentation to see
what the product is capable of and how easy
to use it is. They base their decision on
documentation, not marketing material.

Take Alfresco software as an example. Says
Matt Asay of the fact that 30% of the visitors

to the Alfresco website view product
documentation:

But it also means that documentation is
a huge opportunity for open-source
companies to drive sales. Documentation
is often treated as the shabby cousin of
software development, but it is really the
essential link between development and
dollars. ...

Software development without
documentation is self-centric.
Documentation is a signal that the
developer actually cares about her
downstream users. For projects that
actually want downstream users, write
good documentation. (“Open source
strategy: Documentation = dollars.”
http://news.cnet.com/8301-13505 3-
9774567-16.html. Asay’s emphasis.)

Sometimes, lack of feature documentation
makes consumers unaware of what makes a
product unique or at least stand out among
its competitors. For example, Engadget’s
review of Fitbit complained:

A little digging in the device's forums
uncovered a note from a Fitbit employee
indicating to clip it to your belt or, even
better, somewhere on your upper body.
Good to know . .. shame that wasn't in the
manual. That's because no manual comes
with the thing, the implication being you
just throw it on and go to town.. ..

As it turns out, you can define meals
through the Tracker site—something we
didn't discover on our own, that is not
mentioned in the product documentation,
and that even the Fitbit representative we
spoke with about this review was not
aware of. The functionality . .. [allows]
users to aggregate foods and quantities
and more quickly add them to their daily
intake. A great feature. .. a great,
undocumented feature. (Stevens, Tim.
“Fitbit review.”


http://www.ibm.com/developerworks/web/library/wa-cranky34.html
http://www.ibm.com/developerworks/web/library/wa-cranky34.html
http://news.cnet.com/8301-13505_3-9774567-16.html
http://news.cnet.com/8301-13505_3-9774567-16.html
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http: //www.engadget.com/2009/10/15/
fitbit-review.)

How likely is this reviewer and any potential
customer to buy this product when it seems
likely they will have to fumble their way
through learning to use it and may miss
important features?

Hannah Kirk, a technical writer at Redback
Networks, says, “Helping customers use the
product with ease improves the impression of
the product and increases its perceived value*
(“Enhancing the Perceived Value of Your
Technical Communication Department in
Hard Times.” Intercom, July/August 2009, 9).

On the other hand, bad documentation can be
a detriment to an organization’s image (see
point 7).

4: Technical Communicators Look
at the Product with a User
Perspective

Continuing participation of designers,
architects, and stakeholders who set
requirements helps keep the project focused
on meeting users’ needs. However, this is not
always possible or is not part of the
company’s development strategy.

In either case, having a technical
communicator on board gives the end user
another voice because the technical writer’s
job is to think constantly about the user and
what he’s thinking. In my experience,
software developers are primarily concerned
with coding the requirement, and testers are
primarily concerned with making sure the
software does what the requirement says it
should. But the technical writer is primarily
concerned with answering the question,
“How will the user use this?”

When I think about what the user needs to
know about the product, what questions will
come up, and what problems will need
solving, I think about how the user interacts

with the product. Sometimes that results in
feedback from me to the designers or
developers. This helps keep the end user in
the project team’s consciousness. Even small
tweaks can improve the user’s experience
significantly.

Advertisers or marketers think of the user,
but their job is to convince the user that she
needs the product. A technical communicator
will help the buyer stay convinced. Even if a
user has no option but to use your product,
having quick access to information about how
to use the product will make that use a more
pleasant experience.

5: Documentation Can Protect the
Organization

If you have ever installed electronic or
electrical equipment in your home—and you
used the manual—you probably noticed
words such as “WARNING,” “CAUTION,” and
“ATTENTION.” Maybe those words caught
your attention enough that you actually read
the warnings.

It's a technical communicator’s job to know the
potential hazards of using a product. In addition
to protecting the consumer’s life and safety—
see point 2—the technical communicator can
help protect the organization. Writing and
placing critical information where it will be
seen, read or watched, and understood is part
of our skill set.

6: Technical Communicators Help
with Quality Assurance

For a technical communicator to effectively
document a product, he should understand it
thoroughly (or at least as much as the user
needs to understand it). He also needs to be
100% accurate, or the documentation loses
credibility (and the product and organization
along with it—see point 7).

The best way to accomplish these things is for
the technical communicator to have access to


http://www.engadget.com/2009/10/15/fitbit-review
http://www.engadget.com/2009/10/15/fitbit-review
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the product, preferably a test version, so he
can exercise it. Having requirements or specs
is good, but being able to work with the
product as well is optimal.

While the technical communicator exercises
the product, he may come across bugs or other
problems that the quality assurance team may
have missed. Many times, testers think about
making sure the product does what the
requirements say it should do. But an end user
may not use the product exactly the way it’s
intended. As the technical communicator
becomes familiar with the product by using it,
he may exercise it in ways not covered by test
cases, instead using it in normal scenarios. |
have reported multiple bugs to the test team
that they weren’t aware of. This helps in the
effort to ship a bug-free product.

At the very least, a technical communicator’s
editor’s eye can catch text problems and give
corrections. There are those end users who
lose respect for an organization when there
are textual mistakes in or on the product.

7: Having Quality Documentation
Reflects Positively on the
Organization

When documentation accompanies your
product, you are communicating to the end
user that you care enough about her
experience that you have provided help or
instructions for her use. Personally, if |
purchased software with no installation and
use instructions or an assembly kit without
assembly directions, I would think that the
source company was skimping. I would think
that that company was cutting costs to
maximize profits, even though it meant
making my life more difficult. I bought the
product to benefit me somehow, but having
no guidance on how to use it in fact has the
opposite effect.

Providing documentation tells the user that you
value her business and personal success enough
to provide every helpful resource you can.

If we can agree that all customer-facing
content is an integral part of a user
experience, this statement has two sides to
it. The first recognizes that substandard
content can damage a brand. The second is
that good content, served to a customer in
the right context, can enhance a brand.
This changes the very nature of content:
from a cheap-as-possible, necessary evil to
a brand-enhancing, valued asset. (Ann
Rahel Bailie, “Providing Value and Return
on Investment.” Intercom, July/August
2009,5.)

Bailie suggests that good content increases
customer loyalty and increases transactions.

In his keynote address at the STC Summit in
2009, David Pogue, columnist for the New
York Times, suggested something similar. He
pointed out that when customers have a
positive experience with a product, that good
feeling is transferred to the company, and
they then associate that company with good
things. This increases the likelihood that they
will purchase more goods from the company.

On the other hand, in a July 2009 product
review, Pogue said about the product, “It’s the
right idea. Unfortunately, D-Link is the wrong
company to make it a reality.” His
observations near the end of the article
explain his negative attitude toward the
company:

Isn’t it amazing that, after all these years, it
still hasn’t dawned on companies like D-
Link that simplicity sells? They still don’t
get it: spending a little money up front—on
hardware design, streamlined software,
better manuals—would save a fortune in
tech-support calls and store returns. (“A
Router So Complete, and Vexing.”
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/02/t
echnolo ersonaltech/02pogue.html)

Accurate, navigable (read “professional”)
documentation is a factor in customer
satisfaction.


http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/02/technology/personaltech/02pogue.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/02/technology/personaltech/02pogue.html
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8: Documentation Provides a
Record

Sometimes, a product may be complex
enough that the ins and outs aren’t easy even
for the engineers to remember. I have worked
on an application that is complex not because
it was badly designed, but because it was
built to accommodate complex business
processes.

Writing documentation has provided a record
for the designer and developers on the
decisions they and the customer made. More
than once, a member of a development team
has asked about a specific parameter in the
system, and I could answer because I had
documented that parameter.

The documentation explains the final product
to everyone, including the project team. This
saves the engineers the trouble of writing
their own documentation unless they need
something of an extremely technical nature
that is geared toward other engineers.

9: Documentation Saves on Support
Costs

No, technical communicators are not technical
support agents. But because the technical
writer has approached the product from the
user’s perspective, she has anticipated some of
the questions the user will have and provided
guidance on completing tasks the user needs
to accomplish. When the end user refers to
documentation and finds the answer to his
question there, a support call has been
averted. Documentation can cover common
questions and problems, and support becomes
freed for more serious user difficulties.

As technical communicators coordinate with
support teams, the documentation can be
expanded to address problems not originally
accounted for, saving further support calls. In
the organization I currently work for, a
support call typically costs $30 USD. A desk-
side visit from a technical support

representative costs $100. If you have similar
costs and need to implement a wide technical
change in your organization, some good
documentation can go a long way to saving
money.

And what about those people who avoid
calling support at all costs? Some people
refuse to call the support number because of
previous bad experiences or wanting to avoid
automated phone menus. They would rather
look at the documentation, and that need
should not go unfilled.

Case in Point: Documentation Saves on
Support Costs

[An] example involves a leading
manufacturer of color printers for the home
consumer with a multi-feature unit that
included a printer, scanner, and fax machine.
Unfortunately, the product was hard to
assemble and configure, and the existing
user manual was little help. I forget the exact
metric they quoted when they brought us in
to help, but it was something like this: for
other printers in their product line, they
were receiving 1 support call for every 100
units sold. For this product, they were
receiving 106 support calls for every 100

units sold! The company did what they
could to simplify the installation process and
hired my company to totally rewrite the
quick-start guide, replacing the old multi-
page quick-start guide with a simple
illustrated box-top.

The result? Tech support calls decreased by
96 percent in the first six weeks after they
released the new product. We had a direct
result on the company’s bottom line.

—NMolisani, Jack. “Take Control of Your
Career!” Intercom, July/August 2009, 27.
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10: Technical Communicators’
Information Gathering Gets the
Team to Think Critically

In many projects, the designers have
participated from the beginning, and it
becomes easier over time for them to become
focused on the development side. The
developers are thinking about providing the
product as designed and aren’t concerned as
much with how well the product meets the
users’ needs; they usually trust that the
designers have taken care of that.

Then the technical communicator comes on
the scene. As he asks questions about the
product and how it works, he is thinking
about the user’s perspective (see item 2)—
and he brings his own fresh view to the
project. His process of information gathering
causes the design and development team to
look at the product the way that users will
and to recall and reevaluate the decisions
they have made. This can cause them to either
reaffirm their decisions or make some
adjustments that will benefit the user.

For these reasons, to save cost to the project,
technical communicators should be involved
early in the lifecycle, not kept back until the
end is near and the product is about to ship.

11: Technical Communicators Are
Specifically Trained

This point holds true for any professional: If
you have hired someone with training and
experience in the field for which you’re hiring
her, you’ll get better results. You wouldn’t
hire an attorney to draw up the blueprints for
your state-of-the-art gym. You also wouldn’t
ask the plumber to fix your electrical problem
just because he had already stopped by. In
both cases, you'd have to wonder about the
quality of the results.

Similarly, documentation quality suffers
when developers, designers, or business
analysts produce it. This comment isn’t meant

to belittle their talents; they are trained for
their own responsibilities. Technical
communicators are trained to speak to and
instruct the user on the user’s level. While
technical writing relates to other disciplines,
itis its own field and job function requiring
specific skills. The project will get a better
documentation product when you have
someone who has those skills.

The myth that “everyone can write,” like
many myths, is loosely based on truth.
However, technical communicators have
specific, direct writing skills and have other
expertise, such as audience analysis and tool
knowledge, that “everyone” doesn’t have.

12: Technical Communicators Can
Provide Training and Support

[ have been asked to provide live user training,
both in person and over the Web, because as
the technical communicator on projects, |
understand the big picture and also many of
the details. If you don’t have professional
trainers on hand, and your technical
communicator has good presentation skills,
you can use her in the training role.

Effective technical writers are extroverts—
they possess the initiative to go out and get
information from other people. This can
translate into effective presentation and
training skills.

Though user support can take a lot of time,
the technical communicator can get involved
in addressing users’ concerns and questions
and writing knowledgebase articles. This
model works particularly if your organization
does not have a service desk, the service
agents can’t be specially trained on all of your
products, or you have a relatively small user
base. If the company’s business analysts,
testers, and developers are spending time on
support, the technical communicators can
take part in that effort to spread out support
time further so everyone can focus more on
their primary job functions.
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Many times, providing support involves
providing users instructional information,
and that is what technical writers already do.

13: Technical Writers Have a
Versatile SKkill Set

Technical communicators are writers, editors,
and many times graphic artists at some level.
We aren’t clerical workers, but we are experts
at communication. Perhaps a manager needs
a well-crafted email to accompany an internal
software release. Most technical
communicators would not have a problem
with taking five or ten minutes out of regular
work to review a document that needs
precise, clear communication. (And what
documents don’t need that?)

Case in Point: A Versatile Skill Set

Where I work, the user education team
doubles as a department communications
review team. We increase the level of
professionalism in these communications.

Proper use of intellectual property (IP) is
one of our concerns.

We hired a technical communicator who
happened to be interested in IP issues, so
he volunteered to lead that aspect of our
process. Since then, he has become the
expert on IP for our team and department,
helping to protect the organization from
possible legal action through ensuring
proper IP use and documentation.

Wrap-Up

That first meeting with Chester didn’t go over
well, so Boyd got a rocky start in the project.
He was able to explain on a basic level what
he did and how the users benefited, but
Chester was obviously unconvinced.

However, after Boyd talked to the technical
publications team and browsed the Web for
some ideas, he was able to go back to the
project manager and explain more specifically
the positive impact he would have on the
project—beginning immediately. Boyd felt
that he had to prove himself to Chester and to
other members of the team, but over time, as
he demonstrated his expertise and the team
saw his deliverables, he felt more
comfortable.

Has Boyd's situation been your situation,
either in trying to explain your contribution
or winning the team’s acceptance? A team
that doesn’t understand the contribution of a
technical communicator also won’t know how
to work with one, but that’s a topic for
another time.

My goal has been to provide you with some
specifics to talk about when you are asked
what your role and contribution are. If you
were Boyd, you could have said, “My role is to
make your users successful” or “to increase the
image of the organization through professional
user assistance” or “to enhance the quality of
the product.” Then you could have gone into
detail about how you would do so. If you know
how you contribute, then you can make sure
the rest of the team knows.

Copyright information: This notice grants you permission to download this document for personal reference
and to refer to it in part in other documents. Please contact the author via gmt@gryphonmountain.net for
permission to reproduce or distribute this document in its entirety in any form or method.

Aut h or ' Taisdaconied is based on “Seven Reasons Your Company Needs a Technical Communicator” and
“Four More Reasons Your Company Needs Technical Communicators,” posts on my blog at

http://gryphonmountain.net.
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