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Early technical illustration skills
Learning about historical fighting manuals  

Learning how to facilitate 
group meetings

Discovering more about
ANSI Z535.6

Reviewing a new tool, 
Docfacto 

Developing your technical 
illustration knowledge
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The infinite monkeys approach
Some organisations insist that they don’t need technical 
communicators. Andrew Peck exposes the chaos.

Technical communication plays a 
big role in bridging the gap between 
complex products and services and 
the end user. With many businesses 
making their documentation freely 
available online, there is also the 
strong possibility that the quality 
of the documentation can influence 
purchasing decisions.

Recently, I’ve been seeing some 
particularly bad examples of 
documentation. The kind of stuff 
that is so bad that it has passed the 
point of irritating users and is actively 
dissuading potential customers. What 
did it have in common? It was written 
by ‘experts’ – in the topic, not in 
communication. I wonder why it gets 
written like this, particularly when 
specialist developers and engineers 
have to take time away from their core 
duties to produce it.

We all know that organisations 
exist who refuse to use and employ 
professional technical communicators. 
They are often cited by the  
@uselessassist twitter feed, which 
serves as a frequent reminder that bad 
documentation is all around us. These 
are the organisations that eventually 
hire one of us, and gift us with a 
collection of files in formats ranging 
from PowerPoint to printouts of long-
lost word-processed documents, and 
in so many styles that your initial 
reaction is to wonder how anyone can 
be expected to pay such a convoluted 
ransom. Some of us will painstakingly 
reconstruct, reformat and standardise 
the documents we receive, others 
will decide that the most economical 
use of their time is to start again. 
Neither approach is wrong, depending 
on the author, product, project and 
organisation ethos.

The inevitable questions are, 
‘How did they let this happen? 
Couldn’t they tell what they were 
doing to themselves?’ Sure the 
organisation will, by now, have some 
grudging understanding that their 
documentation ‘needs work’, but there 
will be an aura of denial that it’s really 
that bad.

Justification
Organisations will have been 
using their subject matter experts 
(developers, engineers and those who 
just seem to know everything there is 
to know about a subject) to produce 
documentation. The most common 
justification given is some variation of 
‘everyone speaks English, they wrote at 
university’.

Is this enough? I’d argue that there is 
far more to technical communication 
than speaking a language and being 
able to bash words onto a page. 

The justification falls apart with only 
a little consideration.

Everyone speaks English
I once knew an expatriate worker in the 
Far East who was tasked with liaising 
with the office cleaners because he 
could ‘speak the language’. In theory 
this was a good idea. However, the 
cleaners were all profoundly deaf, 
so whoever got the job was going to 
have to learn or invent a sign language 
before they could begin, whatever 
languages they currently spoke. The 
assumption of competence being 
granted because of linguistic faculty is 
sometimes amusing when it happens in 
a second language (I ‘speak’ Mandarin, 
but that doesn’t mean I can quickly 
and easily understand a lecture about 
orthopaedic surgery in the language; 
I’d struggle to keep up with that 
topic even in English), but from a 
professional communicator’s point of 
view it is even more irritating when it’s 
done in the workplace with technical 
documentation.

They wrote at university
Their skills and expertise are exactly 
why experts are employed in such 
challenging roles; however, the 
‘English’ they wrote in during their 
degree was perfected over a number of 
years to communicate highly precise 
and technical information to extremely 
precise and technical people. It is 
often impenetrable to anyone without 
a similar academic background. By 
having the subject matter expert 

produce the documentation, 
understanding and clarity for the end 
user is seriously compromised.

What shocks me is that businesses 
already know that these people often 
work best with like-minded individuals. 
It’s why they employ sales people to 
do the verbal communication that 
brings in sales, because customers 
want to hear about software meeting 
their requirements, not how cool the 
software is because the subroutines are 
all named after characters from Star 
Trek, deceased pets or steam trains.

I’ve also heard of ‘test’ entries into 
database products that have made their 
way into training and documentation 
materials, and even into the finished 
product. Sometimes these just hinder 
understanding (‘this is a test’ isn’t a 
realistic example), while others can 
cause offence (‘nutty as a fruitcake’ as 
a mental health condition for example).

This criticism is not directed at 
developers: they do a job I couldn’t do, 
and they do it well. It’s directed at the 
person who decides that because their 
developers happen to speak English, 
they’re going to save money and give 
them the documentation to write. As 
an approach to documentation 
management this is only marginally 
better than handing infinite monkeys, 
infinite typewriters. C

Andrew Peck is a new technical 
communicator working for 
Clearly Stated. His background is 
as a Higher Education lecturer 

and military language trainer. 
E: Andrew@clearly-stated.co.uk 
W: www.clearly-stated.co.uk 
B: blog.clearly-stated.co.uk  
Tw: @clearlyandrew


	Contents
	From the editor
	The Institute
	Area groups
	President’s�view 
	Online groups
	ISTC Community
	MadWorld 2013—an event to remember
	GALA 2013: the future of localisation 
	Developing a set of graphics standards 
	Improving visuals for non-designers 
	Docfacto improves software documentation 
	TechScribe STE Term Checker 
	Learning from historical fighting manuals 
	Permission to abstain from decisions! 
	Generating modular documentation 
	ANSI Z535.6: new and improved 
	Translating online global communications 
	Introduction to RoboHelp 10 mobile 
	Hard, but not impossible 
	The Adobe technical communication Colum(n) 
	The MadCap column 
	The infinite monkeys approach 
	Contributions wanted for the Dilemmas column 
	Real-life dilemmas 
	Real-life responses 
	Cross-cultural communications 
	What should our job entail? 
	Understanding human elements of intuitive design 
	A day in the life - Ashleen Premjit



