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Whether digital, face-to-face, handwritten, or printed, workplace communica-
tion is more than a value-neutral exercise in “information transfer”: it is a 

complex social transaction. From reports to proposals, job applications to email 
messages, video chats to oral presentations, every rhetorical situation has its own 
specific interpersonal, ethical, legal, and cultural demands. Moreover, today’s 
workplace professional needs to be a skilled communicator and a discriminating 
consumer of information, skilled in methods of inquiry, retrieval, evaluation, and 
interpretation essential to informed decision making.

Designed in response to these issues, Technical Communication, Fourteenth 
Edition, addresses a wide range of interests for classes in which students from a 
variety of majors are enrolled. The text explains, illustrates, and applies rhetori-
cal principles to an array of assignments—from memos, résumés, and email to 
formal reports and proposals. To help students develop awareness of audience 
and accountability, exercises incorporate the problem-solving demands typical in 
college and on the job. Self-contained chapters allow for various course plans and 
customized assignments.

WHAt’s nEW in tHis Edition?
Technical Communication, Fourteenth Edition, has been thoroughly revised to ac-
count for the latest innovations in workplace communication and today’s tech-
nologically sophisticated, diverse, and global workforce. Students will benefit 
from a variety of new content and features in this edition:

•	 Revised Learning Objectives, now correlated with the main headed 
sections of each chapter, help students to track their understanding of key 
chapter topics as they work through each chapter.

•	 Updated coverage of digital communication appears throughout the 
book, including such topics as ethics and digital communication, plagiarism 
and the Internet, collaborative writing spaces, digital writing technologies, 
subject directories and search engines, using Facebook and Twitter, evaluating 
online sources, storyboarding Web pages, digital design and using templates, 
online instructions and online help, email, PDF attachments, e-portfolios, 
presentation software, video conferencing, internal and external blogs and 
wikis, Web pages, and writing for social media.

•	 New sample documents throughout the text provide updated mod-
els of effective technical documents, such as questionnaire cover emails, 
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summaries, visuals, technical descriptions, brochures, Web-based and word-
less instructions, online help screens, progress reports, blog pages, Web 
pages, and social media sites.

•	 Updated usability coverage reflects current approaches to the user 
 experience (UX), especially in relation to instructional documents.

•	 A fully-revised chapter on email and text messages includes updated cov-
erage of email parts and format, audience and purpose of workplace email, 
email style and tone, determining if email is the best choice for the situation, 
and ethical and legal issues when using email.

•	 A newly-combined chapter on memos and letters offers complete cov-
erage of the basics of and types of memos and letters but also speaks to the 
ever-increasing use of email as the primary avenue for workplace communi-
cation today and features updated coverage of memos and letters sent as PDF 
attachments.

•	 A substantially revised chapter on the job search provides updated cov-
erage of digital job search techniques, including more on using templates to 
create résumés and application letters, sending and posting résumés and ap-
plication letters online, and creating an e-portfolio.

•	 A newly-combined chapter on blogs, wikis, and Web pages moves the 
discussion of internal and external blogs and wikis out of the context of social 
media and into the context of writing and designing for the Web.

•	 An expanded chapter on social media includes new coverage of social me-
dia ethics and policy, and expanded coverage of the workplace uses of Yelp! 
and other customer review sites; Facebook, Google+, LinkedIn, and other job 
sites; Twitter; and YouTube.

HAllmARKs oF Technical communicaTion
Technical Communication, Fourteenth Edition, retains—and enhances or expands—
the features that have made it a best-selling text for technical communication 
over thirteen editions. These include the following:

•	 Complete coverage for any course in technical communication, busi-
ness communication, or professional writing. The topics move from  basic 
foundational concepts to chapters on research, organization, style, visual char-
acteristics, and document design, and finally to specific documents and appli-
cations. The appendix includes thorough coverage of MLA and APA documen-
tation styles, and a handbook of grammar, mechanics, and usage.

•	 A reader-friendly writing style that presents all topics clearly and 
concisely. Simple, straightforward explanations of concepts and audience/
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purpose analyses of specific document types help differentiate technical 
communication from academic writing.

•	 The most current and thorough coverage of workplace technologies, 
ethics, and global considerations in the workplace. Always prominent in 
the book, these three topics have been updated and expanded throughout to 
keep up with the changes in the contemporary workplace.

•	 Strong coverage of information literacy. According to the American 
Library Association Presidential Committee on Information Literacy, infor-
mation-literate people “know how knowledge is organized, how to find 
information, and how to use information in such a way that others can learn 
from them.” Critical thinking—the basis of information literacy—is covered 
intensively in Part II and integrated throughout the text.

•	 A focus on applications beyond the classroom. Clear ties to the work-
place have always been a primary feature of this book. This edition includes 
examples from everyday on-the-job situations and sample documents, as well 
as dedicated chapters on ethics, teamwork, and global issues. Each chapter 
opener includes a quote from an on-the-job communicator.

•	 Emphasis on the humanistic aspects of technical communication. 
Technical communication is ultimately a humanistic endeavor, with broad 
societal impact—not just a set of job-related transcription tasks. Accordingly, 
situations and sample documents in this edition address complex technical 
and societal issues such as global warming, public health issues, environmen-
tal and energy topics, digital technology, and genomics.

•	 Plentiful model documents and other useful figures throughout the 
book. Descriptions and instructions for creating technical documents are 
accompanied by clear, annotated examples. Graphic illustrations throughout 
make abstract concepts easy to understand.

•	 Highly praised pedagogical features. Pedagogical features, including 
chapter-opening Learning Objectives, summary Guidelines boxes, real-world 
Consider This boxes, Case Studies, annotated figures, summary marginal 
notes, and end-of-chapter Checklists and Projects reinforce chapter topics. 
These features are outlined in more detail below.

HoW tHis booK is oRgAnizEd
Technical Communication is designed to allow instructors maximum flexibility. Each 
chapter is self-contained, and each part focuses on a crucial aspect of the commu-
nication process. Following are the five major parts of the book:

•	 Part I: Communicating in the Workplace treats job-related communica-
tion as a problem-solving process. Students learn to think critically about the 
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informative, persuasive, and ethical dimensions of their communications. 
They also learn how to adapt to the interpersonal challenges of collaborative 
work, and to address the various needs and expectations of global audiences.

•	 Part II: The Research Process treats research as a deliberate inquiry pro-
cess. Students learn to formulate significant research questions; to explore 
primary and secondary sources in hard copy and electronic form; to evaluate 
and interpret their findings; and to summarize for economy, accuracy, and 
emphasis.

•	 Part III: Organization, Style, and Visual Design offers strategies for 
 organizing, composing, and designing messages that readers can follow and 
understand. Students learn to control their material and develop a readable 
style. They also learn about the rhetorical implications of graphics and page 
design—specifically, how to enhance a document’s access, appeal, and visual 
impact for audiences who need to locate, understand, and use the informa-
tion successfully.

•	 Part IV: Specific Documents and Applications applies earlier concepts 
and strategies to the preparation of print and electronic documents and oral 
presentations. Various letters, memos, reports, and proposals offer a bal-
ance of examples from the workplace and from student writing. Each sample 
document has been chosen so that students can emulate it easily. Chapters on 
email and text messaging, Web pages, and social media emphasize the impor-
tant role of digital communication in today’s workplace.

•	 Part V: Resources for Writers includes “A Quick Guide to Documentation,” 
which provides general guidance as well as specific style guides and citation 
models for MLA and APA styles, and “A Quick Guide to Grammar, Usage, and 
Mechanics,” which provides a handy resource for answering questions about 
the basic building blocks of writing.

lEARning EnHAnCEmEnt FEAtUREs
This book is written and designed to be a highly accessible document, so that 
readers can “read to learn and learn to do.” Technical Communication, Fourteenth 
Edition, includes the following learning enhancement features that will help 
students access the material easily and use the ideas to become effective tech-
nical communicators:

•	 Chapter opening quotations demonstrate the real-world applications of each 
chapter’s topic.

•	 Learning Objectives at the beginning of each chapter tie in with the main 
headed sections of each chapter and provide a set of learning goals for stu-
dents to fulfill.
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•	 Guidelines boxes help students prepare specific documents by synthesizing 
the chapter’s information.

•	 Cases and sample situations encourage students to make appropriate 
choices as they analyze their audience and purpose and then compose their 
document.

•	 Sample documents model various kinds of technical writing, illustrating for 
students what they need to do. Captions and annotations identify key features 
in sample documents.

•	 Consider This boxes provide interesting and topical applications of the im-
portant issues discussed in various chapters, such as collaboration, technol-
ogy, and ethics.

•	 Notes callouts clarify up-to-the-minute business and technological advances 
and underscore important advice.

•	 Marginal notes summarize larger chunks of information to reinforce key 
chapter concepts.

•	 Checklists promote careful editing, revision, and collaboration. Students pol-
ish their writing by reviewing key criteria for the document and by referring 
to cross-referenced pages in the text for more information on each point.

•	 General, team, global, and digital and social media Projects at each chap-
ter’s end help students apply what they have learned.

instRUCtionAl sUPPlEmEnts
A wide array of supplements for both instructors and students accompany 
Technical Communication, Fourteenth Edition:

For instructors

•	 Instructor’s Manual, by Lee Scholder, M.S., J.D. Available online, the 
Instructor’s Manual includes general and chapter-by-chapter teaching tips, 
 additional chapter exercises, quizzes, and sample syllabi. In addition, it pro-
vides guidance on using MyWritingLab as an online resource for courses. 
Contact your local Pearson representative for details.

•	 MyTest. Pearson MyTest is a powerful assessment-generation program that 
helps instructors easily create and print quizzes, study guides, and exams. 
Questions and tests are authored online, allowing instructors ultimate flex-
ibility and the ability to efficiently manage assessments anytime, anywhere. 
To access MyTest, go to <www.pearsonhighered.com/mytest/>, log on, and 
follow the instructions. You must first be registered. The test questions for 

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/mytest/
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Technical Communication, Fourteenth Edition, are also available to instructors 
as a downloadable PDF on the Resources tab of the catalog page at www 
.pearsonhighered.com.

•	 PowerPoint Slides. Fully revised to accompany the fourteenth edition, the 
PowerPoint presentations provide a wealth of chapter-by-chapter slides that 
can be projected or printed to enhance in-class instruction or simply used for 
review and class planning.

For students
Pearson eText gives students access to Technical Communication whenever and 
wherever they can access the Internet. The eText pages look exactly like the 
printed text, and include powerful interactive and customization functions. Users 
can create notes, highlight text in different colors, create bookmarks, zoom, click 
hyperlinked words and phrases to view definitions, and view as a single page or 
as two pages. The eText also offers a full-text search and the ability to save and 
export notes.

The Pearson eText app is a great companion to Pearson’s eText browser-based 
book reader. It allows existing subscribers who view their Pearson eText titles 
on a Mac or PC to additionally access their titles in a bookshelf on the iPad or an 
Android tablet either online or via download.
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Introduction to technical 
Communication1

“Writing is essential to my work. Everything we do 
at my company results in a written product of some 
kind—a formal technical report, a summary of key 
findings, recommendations and submissions to 
 academic journals or professional  associations. We 
also write proposals to help secure new  contracts. 
Writing is the most important skill we seek in 
 potential employees and nurture and reward in 
 current employees. It is very hard to find people with 
strong writing skills, regardless of their academic 
background.”

—Paul Harder, President,  
mid-sized consulting firm



 What Is Technical Communication? 3

WhAT IS TEChNICAl COMMuNICATION?

▶▶ Define technical communication

Technical communication is the exchange of information that helps people interact 
with technology and solve complex problems. Almost every day, we make deci-
sions or take actions that depend on technical information. When we install any 
new device, from a microwave oven to a new printer, it’s the setup information that 
we look for as soon as we open the box. Before we opt for the latest high-tech medi-
cal treatment, we learn all we can about its benefits and risks. From banking systems 
to online courses to business negotiations, countless aspects of daily life are affected 
by technology. To interact with technology in so many ways, we need information 
that is not only technically accurate but also easy to understand and use.

Technical communication serves various needs in various settings. People 
may need to perform a task (say, assemble a new exercise machine), answer a 
question (say, about the safety of a flu shot), or make a decision (say, about sus-
pending offshore oil drilling). In the workplace, we are not only consumers of 
technical communication, but producers as well. Any document or presentation 
we prepare (memo, letter, report, Web page, PowerPoint) must advance the goals 
of our readers, viewers, or listeners.

Figure 1.1 shows a sampling of the kinds of technical communication you 
might encounter or prepare, either on the job or in the community.

Technical 
 communication 
helps us interact 
with technology 
in our daily lives

Technical 
 communication 
helps us solve 
complex problems

▶▶ Define technical communication

▶▶ Recognize the digital and human sides 
of technical communication

▶▶ Understand that technical communication 
has a global reach

▶▶ Appreciate the role of technical communi-
cation in most careers

▶▶ Know what technical communicators do

▶▶ Identify the main features of technical 
communication

▶▶ Explain the purposes of technical 
communication

▶▶ Describe the four tasks involved in prepar-
ing effective technical documents

LEARnInG ObjECTIvEs FOR THIs CHAPTER 

PROCEDURES
for complying

with
government
regulations

INSTRUCTIONS
for assembling
a lawn mower

USER MANUAL
for operating

a piece of
medical

equipment

REPORT
analyzing a

problem
or issue

MEMO
answering

questions about
a project’s
progress

Typical Kinds of Technical Communication 

FIGurE 1.1  
Technical  
Communication  
Serves Various  
Needs



 4 CHaPtEr 1 Introduction to Technical Communication

TEChNICAl COMMuNICATION IS A DIGITAl  
AND A huMAN ACTIvITY

▶▶ Recognize the digital and human sides of technical communication

In today’s workplace, we communicate more than ever, especially via email, 
texting, video conferencing, and social networks. Digital technology makes 
it easy to bring people together, especially across different time zones or 
work schedules. Yet online, we communicate with such speed that we often 
forget about basic professional standards for workplace communication. For 
instance, the informal or even humorous tone we use to text our friends is typi-
cally not appropriate for a work-related email. An unclear or inaccurate email 
could easily cause a safety error or legal problem; an inappropriate tone might 
result in wasted hours resolving an interpersonal situation instead of working 
on the project.

Digital technology also provides plenty of ways, from simple to sophisticated, 
to research and find information. Just conducting an Internet search, however, is 
not a substitute for critical thinking skills. The big questions involved in most 
workplace projects are questions that require us to take our research findings and 
make the information meaningful by asking questions such as these:

•	 Which information is relevant to this situation?
•	 Can I verify the accuracy of this source?
•	 What does this information mean?
•	 What action does it suggest?
•	 How does this information affect me or my colleagues?
•	 With whom should I share it?
•	 How might others interpret this information?

TEChNICAl COMMuNICATION rEAChES  
A GlObAl AuDIENCE

▶▶ Understand that technical communication has a global reach

Electronically linked, our global community shares social, political, and financial 
interests. Corporations are increasingly multinational, and diverse cultures exist 
within individual nations. To connect with all readers, technical documents need to 
reflect global and intercultural diversity. In his article, “Culture and Communication,” 
Robert G. Hein defines culture and its impact on communication:

Our accumulated knowledge and experiences, beliefs and values, attitudes and 
roles—in other words, our cultures—shape us as individuals and differentiate us as 
a people. Our cultures, inbred through family life, religious training, and educational 
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and work experiences . . . manifest themselves . . . in our thoughts and feelings, our 
actions and reactions, and our views of the world.

Most important for communicators, our cultures manifest themselves in our 
information needs and our styles of communication . . . our expectations as to how 
information should be organized, what should be included in its content, and how 
it should be expressed. (125)

Cultures differ over which behaviors seem appropriate for social interac-
tion, business relationships, contract negotiation, and communication practices. 
An effective communication style in one culture may be offensive elsewhere. 
For example, one survey of top international executives reveals the following 
 attitudes toward U.S. communication style (Wandycz 22–23):

•	 Latin America: “Americans are too straightforward, too direct.”
•	 Eastern Europe: “An imperial tone . . . It’s always about how [Americans] 

know best.”
•	 Southeast Asia: “To get my respect, American business [people] should know 

something about [our culture]. But they don’t.”
•	 Western Europe: “Americans miss the small points.”
•	 Central Europe: “Americans tend to oversell themselves.”

In addition to being broadly accessible, any document prepared for a global audi-
ence must reflect sensitivity to cultural differences. For more on cross-cultural 
communication, see Chapters 3 and 5.

TEChNICAl COMMuNICATION IS PArT  
OF MOST CArEErS

▶▶ Appreciate the role of technical communication in most careers

Whatever your job description, expect to be evaluated, at least in part, on your com-
munication skills. At one IBM subsidiary, for example, 25 percent of an employee’s 
evaluation is based on how effectively that person shares information (Davenport 
99). Even if you don’t anticipate a “writing” career, expect to be a part-time technical 
communicator, who will routinely face situations such as these:

•	 As a medical professional, psychologist, social worker, or accountant, you 
will keep precise records that are, increasingly, a basis for legal action.

•	 As a scientist, you will report on your research and explain its significance.
•	 As a manager, you will write memos, personnel evaluations, and inspection 

reports; you will also give oral presentations.
•	 As a lab or service technician, you will keep daily activity records and help train 

coworkers in installing, using, or servicing equipment.

How various 
 cultures view U.s. 
communication 
style
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serve as part-time  
technical 
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•	 As an attorney, you will research and interpret the law for clients.
•	 As an engineer or architect, you will collaborate with colleagues as well as 

experts in related fields before presenting a proposal to your client. (For exam-
ple, an architect’s plans are reviewed by a structural engineer who certifies that 
the design is sound.)

•	 As an employee or intern in the nonprofit sector (an environmental group 
or a government agency), you will research important topics and write 
 brochures, press releases, or handbooks for clients.

The more you advance in your field, the more you will need to share information 
and establish contacts. Managers and executives spend much of their time nego-
tiating, setting policies, and promoting their ideas—often among diverse cultures 
around the globe.

In addition, most people can expect to work for several different employers 
throughout their career. Each employer will have questions such as the following:

•	 Can you write and speak effectively?
•	 Can you research information, verify its accuracy, figure out what it means, and 

shape it for the reader’s specific purposes?
•	 Can you work on a team, with people from diverse backgrounds?
•	 Can you get along with, listen to, and motivate others?
•	 Are you flexible enough to adapt to rapid changes in business conditions and 

technology?
•	 Can you market yourself and your ideas persuasively?
•	 Are you ready to pursue lifelong learning and constant improvement?

These are among the portable skills employers seek in today’s college graduates—
skills all related to communication.

TEChNICAl COMMuNICATOrS PlAY MANY rOlES

▶▶ Know what technical communicators do

Full-time technical communicators serve many roles. Trade and professional 
 organizations employ technical communicators to produce newsletters,  pamphlets, 
journals, and public relations material. Many work in business and industry, prepar-
ing instructional material, reports, proposals, and scripts for industrial films. They 
also prepare sales literature, publicity releases, handbooks, catalogs, brochures, Web 
pages, intranet content, articles, speeches, and oral and multimedia presentations.

Technical communicators also do other work. For example, they edit reports for 
punctuation, grammar, style, and logical organization. They may also oversee pub-
lishing projects, coordinating the efforts of writers, visual artists, graphic designers, 
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content experts, and lawyers to produce a complex manual or proposal. Given their 
broad range of skills, technical communicators often enter related fields such as pub-
lishing, magazine editing, Web site management, television, and college teaching.

MAIN FEATurES OF TEChNICAl COMMuNICATION

▶▶ Identify the main features of technical communication

Almost any form of technical communication displays certain shared features: 
The communication is reader-centered, accessible and efficient, often produced 
by teams, and delivered in both paper and digital versions.

reader-Centered
Unlike poetry, fiction, or college essays, a technical document rarely focuses on 
the writer’s personal thoughts and feelings. This doesn’t mean that your docu-
ment should have no personality (or voice), but it does mean that the needs of 
your readers come first.

Workplace readers typically are interested in “who you are” only to the 
extent that they want to know what you have done, what you recommend, or 
how you speak for your company. Reader-centered documents focus on what 
people need to learn, do, or decide.

Accessible and Efficient
Readers expect to find the information they need and to have questions answered 
clearly. For instance, the document shown in Figure 1.2 (see page 8) is written 
and designed so that a nontechnical audience can find and follow the informa-
tion. Instead of long technical passages, the content is presented in short chunks, 
answering the main question readers will ask (how to choose the right model).

An accessible and efficient technical document includes elements such as 
those displayed in Figure 1.2 as well as others listed below.

•	 worthwhile content—includes all (and only) the information readers need
•	 sensible organization—guides the reader and emphasizes important material
•	 readable style—promotes fluid reading and accurate understanding
•	 effective visuals—clarify concepts and relationships, and substitute for words 

whenever possible
•	 effective page design—provides heads, lists, type styles, white space, and other 

aids to navigation
•	 supplements (abstract, appendix, glossary, linked pages, and so on)— 

allow readers to focus on the specific parts of a long document that are relevant 
to their purpose
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Heading is
phrased as the
main question
readers will ask

Overview
information
summarizes
the document’s
main point

Table provides
easy-to-read
comparative data

Color is used to
highlight key items

Paragraphs and
sentences are short

FIGurE 1.2 An Effective Technical Document Language, layout, and PDF format make 
the information easy for everyday readers to understand and access.
Source: A Guide to Energy-Efficient Heating and Cooling, Energy star Program, August 2009.
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Accessible, efficient communication is no mere abstract notion: In the event 
of a lawsuit, faulty writing is treated like any other faulty product. If your inaccu-
rate, unclear, or incomplete information leads to injury, damage, or loss, you and 
your company or organization can be held responsible.

NoTE Make sure your message is clear and straightforward—but do not oversimplify. 
Information designer Nathan Shedroff reminds us that, while clarity makes information easier to 
understand, simplicity is “often responsible for the ‘dumbing down’ of information rather than the 
illumination of it” (280). The “sound bytes” that often masquerade as network news reports serve 
as a good case in point.

Often Produced by Teams
Technical documents are often complex. Instead of being produced by a lone 
writer, complex documents usually are created by teams composed of writers, 
Web designers, engineers or scientists, managers, legal experts, and other profes-
sionals. The teams might be situated at one site or location or distributed across 
different job sites, time zones, and countries.

Delivered in Paper and Digital versions
Technical documents can be delivered in a variety of media such as print (hard 
copy), CDs, Web pages, PDF documents, ebooks, podcasts, and online videos. 
In many cases, distinctions between print and digital communication are becoming 
blurred. Figure 1.2 is a good example: The document is in PDF  format and can be 
read on the Web, downloaded to a computer, phone, or tablet for future reading, or 
printed on paper. Technical communicators must write well but must also be able 
to think about page design and media choices.

PurPOSES OF TEChNICAl COMMuNICATION

▶▶ Explain the purposes of technical communication

Most forms of technical communication address one of three primary purposes: 
(1) to anticipate and answer questions (inform your readers); (2) to enable people 
to perform a task or follow a procedure (instruct your readers); or (3) to influence 
people’s thinking (persuade your readers). Often, as in Figure 1.2, these purposes 
will overlap.

Documents that Inform
Informational documents are designed to inform—to provide information that 
answers readers’ questions clearly and efficiently. Figure 1.2 is primarily informa-
tional. It is designed for a wide audience of readers who may have questions but 
know little about the technical details.

Recognize 
your legal 
accountability

Prepare for 
teamwork

select the appro-
priate medium or 
combination of 
media

What purpose or 
combination of 
purposes will your 
document serve?

Anticipate and 
answer your 
 readers’ questions




