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4 Introduction

The value of technical communication
In the current economic climate, Alison Peck believes it is more important 
than ever to ensure that others appreciate the value we bring.

We know there is value in what we do: 
the difficulty lies in trying to explain 
(or quantify) this to others. We have 
to convince a number of stakeholders 
that what we do is worthwhile – that 
it may result in increased sales, loyal 
customers or that hard-to- measure 
concept of ‘satisfaction’. This is 
quite a challenge, as in some cases 

we are changing perceptions from those where our work is 
seen as ‘a necessary evil’ or ‘a waste of time’ to where it is 
acknowledged as something that not only adds value but also 
has value in its own right. We have to chip away at negative 
perceptions and celebrate the positive ones.

We don’t have a formal qualification structure for 
technical communicators in the UK – in contrast to the USA, 
for example, where there is a comparatively large number 
of degree programmes. This means that often the only 
indication of our worth is people’s perception of us 
and of the work that we do.

Public (consumer) perception
Public perception can work for us or against us, depending 
on individual experience.

Badly translated manuals for consumer electrical goods 
(everything from TVs to washing machines) have been the 
butt of jokes for years. If documents like that are the only 
exposure to technical communication someone has had, 
they aren’t going to have a very high opinion of it. They 
are less likely to ‘reach for the manual’ than someone who 
has been lucky enough to be exposed to good technical 
communication in the past.

Organisations that get it right use their technical 
communication not just to show people how to do 
something, but also how to get the best from their purchase. 
This may be by showing a use that hadn’t occurred to them 
before, or by suggesting an efficient order in which to carry 
out a sequence of tasks.

Employers’ perception
The same is true for those organisations that see technical 
communication as ‘typing’ or something the young person 
on work experience can be given to do because he or she 
‘knows how to use a computer’. This sets the level of 
expectation much too low, and starts a cycle that is difficult 
to break. Why should an organisation invest in technical 
communication if their expectation is that the output is 
going to be no better than that produced by the office junior?

Some high-value contracts include a requirement for 
‘appropriate’ information products, whether these are 
manuals, web sites, tutorials or videos. As a result, an 
organisation may employ a technical communicator, possibly 
because no current employee has the capacity (or ability) to 
take on the task. At least that gives us a way in!

So what can we do about it?
We are constantly being asked to do more with less, and do it 
more quickly. In the face of this pressure, we need to strive to 
maintain (and improve) standards. I’m not suggesting we all 
work overtime to do the job we know needs doing. Instead, 
we need to demonstrate that the job done well does much 
more than ‘tick the box’, and in so doing ensure sufficient 
resources are allocated to do the job properly.

We can’t tell others what value we bring if we don’t know 
ourselves. This special supplement highlights some key areas 
where we provide value, and gives good examples (scenarios, 
if you like) that we can adapt to our own workplace:
 � Carol Leahy suggests that the cacophony of information 
available today makes our services even more valuable 
as people struggle to identify (and trust) the relevant and 
discard the rest.

 � Malcolm Wallace puts the case for employing dedicated 
technical communicators who have a remit not only to 
‘do the writing’ but also to manage the whole process.

 � Maxwell Hoffmann encourages us to think beyond the written 
word to get our message across to a modern audience.

 � Rachel Potts and Roger Hart take it a step further to look at 
technical communication as a revenue-generating activity, 
not a cost-cutting exercise.

Technical communication has changed a lot over the last 20 
years or so (although no more than the industries in which we 
work). Its ‘reason for being’ hasn’t changed, though, and that 
is to provide clear and accurate information to people when 
and how they need it. C

Alison Peck
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The ISTC is the UK professional body for 
technical communicators, providing advice 
and support to those in the profession, 
those thinking of joining and those who 
employ them. There is information on the 
ISTC website about the value of technical 
communication, including The CEO and the 
Technical Communicator (in comic book 
format).1
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