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Introduction
Technical writing can be found in many contexts and, whether we realize it or not, we have all read and written some form of technical writing in our lives.  For instance, you may have read an instruction manual that came with a new piece of equipment, a financial report for a local organization, or a proposal detailing how to remedy a specific problem.  You may also have 

E-mailed directions to your home to a friend or explained a complex task to a co-worker in writing.  

A specific type of technical writing called technical manuals will be discussed in this document.  The type of information and level of detail found in technical manuals depends largely on the specific topic and intended audience.  Like any form of writing, technical manuals exist for specific reasons and people, and in specific forms.  These are just a few examples of technical manuals;

· User Manuals

· Instruction Manuals

· Service Manuals

· Training Manuals

The following document will discuss what technical manuals are, where they will be in the future and how the rhetorical situation affects and shapes the genre.  

Why Do Technical Manuals Exist?

Technical Manuals exist for various reasons which vary depending on the specific document and the product and producer it was commissioned by.  Nevertheless, a well-written technical manual of any variety exists to;

· Provide Information and Instructions

· Enhance the out-of-the-box or off-the-truck experience

· Build and increase customer satisfaction

· Improve corporate and product image

· Help to foster or create brand loyalty

· Increase the likelihood of product accessory purchases or product upgrades

· Reduce technical support calls

· Reduce product returns

First and foremost, technical manuals exist to give people information.  Most importantly, the document sets forth the context, intended use, and expectations of the topic it was written for.  Smooth integration of a product into the lives of individuals and companies is the goal of a technical manual  For example, user manuals explain how a product should be used for best experience and safest use, thus remove some responsibility from the producer in the case of misuse.

In some ways, technical manuals are a form of advertising for the producer as well.  While the writing is mainly used to explain complex ideas, procedures, safety specifications, etc., it is also a way to sell an idea or product or to reaffirm a user’s confidence in the product they have already purchased or ideas they have already accepted.  A superior product and well-written manual reflect well upon the producer and increase the likelihood of additional purchases or upgrades in the future.

For Whom Do Technical Manuals Exist?

Like any other form of writing, technical manuals exist for the audience.  Since this genre of writing covers a variety of topics and products, the audiences necessarily changes with each specific document.  Based on what the audience does with the document however, some generalizations can be made in this area.  

The primary audiences which technical manuals exist for are the users of the product.  These are the people who will own or work with the product first hand.  These users will have a task in mind when using the product and the accompanying document should aid in that process rather than detract from it with lengthy, unnecessary or misplaced information.

Secondary audiences for technical manuals are the producers or clients who commission the document.   The technical manual is a way to tell users about their product, how it works, what it is capable of, and how to use it safely and to its full potential.  In some cases, document also contains warnings and notices that may remove liability in case of misuse.

An additional audience for technical manuals can also be found in potential clients or owners, and competitors.  Competitors may read the document in an attempt to evaluate the product or idea and make necessary changes to their counterpart.  Potential clients and owners may access the information in order to decide whether or not to buy the specific product in question by comparing it to similar products on the market.

How do Audiences Interact with Technical Manuals?

As with any genre of writing, the rhetorical triangle signifies that audiences, authors and writing interact with one another in some way.  Not all types of writing have the same form of interaction.  Because technical manuals are more about the specific product and how it is used to reach a certain goal or perform an action rather than the writing itself, the rhetorical situation for technical manuals is greatly different than other popular forms of writing.  

There is significantly less interaction between technical manuals and audiences.  The activity or task centered notion of technical manuals forces the reader to interact with product more than the writing.  The lack of interaction and the weak ties between the audience and writing, affect how the document is viewed and understood.  The writing is seen as a means to an end and is treated as a tool rather than a form of communication and expression.   In a sense, the writing is ignored or overlooked as a result of the very product and people it was created for.   
Who Creates Technical Manuals?
The individuals and teams that create technical manuals can be refereed to as “Technical Communicators.”  Notice the use of communicators rather than writers.  Not everyone who writes technical manuals is a writer by trade or education.  Technical communicators could also be engineers, developers, or designers of the product.  For the sake of understanding though, I will refer to the creators of technical manuals as writers for the duration of this document.

Writers of technical manuals have also been referred to as Information Architects, Usability Engineers, and Information Developers.  The various names used to describe the technical writing process have deeper implications than merely job titles and resumes.  Since titles briefly describe what the job entails, they also force new responsibilities onto the writer.  

The shift away from the “technical writer” job title has added other elements to the writing process.  The majority of technical writers are not just responsible for the text portion of the document anymore.  They are also involved in the layout, design, and usability testing aspects of the document.  These added responsibilities are not a bad thing though.  Deeper involvement in the design process allows the writer to have more control over their original text and the final product.

The changes and variations in the job titles affect the genre as well.  Because the emphasis is not placed as directly onto the actual composition, other elements begin to emerge and compete for attention, namely images.  I will discuss this aspect of technical manuals in more detail later in this document.

What Challenges do Authors of Technical Manuals Face?

Beyond the normal writing challenges and technical aspects of writing, authors of technical manuals face various challenges related to interactivity.  In the same way that there is little to no interaction between the audience and the writing, there is also an unusual form of interaction between the author and the audience.  The technical writing genre constrains and limits authors’ attempts to cultivate a relationship between themselves and the audience.  

The best example of this idea is the fact that most technical manuals do not readily attribute the writing to any specific person or group.  Consider the cover of a novel for comparison.  The title is displayed in the largest, most noticeable font followed closely by the author or authors’ names in slightly smaller, yet still noticeable fonts.  A technical manual, on the other hand, utilizes a different visual hierarchy.  The product name is emphasized most and is usually accompanied by an image of the product, closely followed by or matched in size by the company name and logo.  

The author’s name is often omitted for the cover and entire document.  In the context of technical manuals, the author’s name is not important; but the product and company names are.  These names are what sell the product and what audiences look for.  Most people do not care or think about who actually wrote the manual.  They just assume it was written by a representative of the company.  

This lack of acknowledgement or identification renders the author nameless.  In comparison to other genres of writing in which authors try to create a name for themselves and generate a loyal following of fans and repeat readers, the authors of technical manuals are virtually banned from interacting with audiences.  If the writing is not attributed to a specific person or group, there is no way to develop a rapport or even be recognized.

Even if authors’ names were prominently displayed on the cover of technical manuals, this strained relationship would still exist.  For example, I you bought a product which was accompanied by a well-written technical manual by Jane Doe, you wouldn’t run to the store to find another one of her writings.  Technical manuals don’t have that kind of following.  Neither the authors nor the audiences expect that sort of thing.  

In fact, most technical writers expect people to be bored or confused by their professions.  The multitudes of poorly written manuals and documents with the field of technical writing create a challenge for authors before they even put pen to paper.  It is hard to remember the really good examples of technical writing, specifically technical manuals, which are available when the bad examples are so obvious and obnoxious.  

It takes a very detail oriented and precise person to create a useful technical manual.  The research and meticulousness required to write a document that will simultaneously help the user, keep the product in working order, and meet the producer’s expectations happy is often overlooked.  The public at large does not realize how much work goes into creating the technical manuals that they take for granted.
In addition to the indistinct relationship that exists between authors and audiences, some authors also have a vague relationship with the product as well.  A manual reflects how well the author knows the product.  To truly know a product, authors must interact with the product.  In today’s society with freelance writers and multinational corporations, this interaction may not be available.  Advances in technology allow people to communicate all across the globe and it is conceivable that an author may be hired to write a piece created thousands of miles away with only a quick visit, explanation, photographs explanation of how the product works.  

Even if a technical writer is a regular employee of the company, chances are that they have other responsibilities to complete in addition to the technical manual.  Because of the limited access and interaction between the author and product, authors of technical manuals must be quick learners as well.  Being able to understand the inner workings of a product with little to no interaction speeds up the process and reduces the work load.  Therefore, even though people may think reading a technical manual is boring, the creation of one is anything but. 
How are Technical Manuals Written and Revised?
Whether or not the audience appreciates what they are reading, the writing found in technical manuals must be aimed at the audience’s level of understanding and familiarity with the product in order for it to effective.  Specific audiences will have different levels of familiarity and knowledge on a given subject.  While writing for a very specific audience it is helpful for writers to ask themselves questions like the examples below during the drafting, writing and editing phases.  Doing so will help writers to understand their audience and how to successfully convey the information at hand.

· What does the audience need to know?

· What does the audience already know?

· Why does the audience need this information?

· How will the document be accessed?

Along with these questions, the writer’s approach is also important.  A good writer will put themselves in the reader’s position and answer their most frequently answered questions concisely before even have a chance to formulate the question. 

The technical manual writing process is interactive as well.  Not only does the ever evolving task of writing now involve design, layout and usability work as the draft takes shape, it also involves interaction between the writer, the product and the client in all stages.  In order to write an effective document, the writer must be knowledgeable and comfortable using the product before undertaking the any sort of drafting. 

 In addition to interacting with the product, the writer must also interact with the client who has commissioned the document.  Figuring out what the user needs to know is only a part of the process.  The writer must also consider what and how the producer wants to the information to be conveyed to the user.  This requires a cooperative relationship between the writer and producer so that both the users’ and the producers’ needs are met by the finished document.  Meetings between various stages of drafting and production will help keep the document focused and useful to all parties involved.

An important aspect of interaction is also found during usability testing on more complete drafts.  Testing the document on a representative sample of end-users will not only help to identify problems with the text as well as the product.  It also gives writers an idea of where the writing fell short or areas that need more attention and explanation.  The quality of the document is important since it presents an image of the company and the product to the user simultaneously.  

In Which Forms Do Technical Manuals Exist?

In today’s society, technical writing exists in various forms from printed paper documents, online websites and downloadable files, to CD-Rom and other interactive formats.  Documents may exist in one or more of these forms simultaneously as well.   

Traditional formats for paper forms and CD-Roms are generally included as a part of original packaging for a product, just as brochures, reports and evaluations may be distributed at meetings to share ideas or gain support.  While these forms are easy to access and distribute, they also have a great weakness; once the information is created and distributed it can no longer be updated for errors or necessary changes.  

Online websites and downloadable files coded in HTML have increased exponentially in the last two decades due to the popularity, convenience, and ever increasing access to the internet over the last decade.  These forms are a better option for users and writers alike.  Users can access the information as needed without having to print or keep track of large documents, while writers can make necessary changes over time without the need to reprint and redistribute numerous copies to end-users.

The specific format of technical writing largely depends on what is being explained and how the users will most easily access the material.  For example, a digital camera’s user manual would be distributed in a paper format as part of the packaging and a CD-Rom or download available on the producer’s website for later reference.

What is Expected of Technical Manuals?

As a sub-genre of technical writing, technical manuals incorporate many key features of the parent genre.  These features are shared by other genres of writing as well, but the manner in which each feature is specifically integrated distinguishes technical writing and manuals from other forms of writing. 

A few characteristic elements and brief descriptions are provided below.  The list is a good place to start in an examination of technical manuals, but it is not a hard and fast checklist.  It is also important to understand that each individual manual may include or exclude different elements based on its unique topic and purpose.  For instance, a document focused on instructional elements will necessarily contain more numbered list due to the importance of chronological order in the assembly of a product, while a year-end business report will utilize various tables and graphs to present complicated data in a straight-forward and accessible manner.  

· Facts and Details:  The information presented cannot be easily or safely obtained without prior research and preparation; therefore details, facts, evidence, definitions, instructions, etc. are included.

· Research:  The key to good technical writing is thorough research and preparation.  Research should be conducted on the audience as well as the topic or product.  

· Headings and Sections:   Due to the types and ranges of topics that can be covered within a single document, technical writing must be well organized using recognizable tags, relevant divisions of text and graphics, and identifiable sections which will help readers skim for their desired topic.

· Lists:  Since lists are easier to scan than paragraphs of texts, lists are often used in technical writing.  If the order of the elements is important, numbered lists are used, otherwise bulleted lists are appropriate.

· Special Notices / Safety Warnings:  Some documents require subsections of text to emphasize important points or warn against potential damage or injury.  These notices are used to reinforce a specific point, remove liability, and clarify user understanding.  Lengthy legal notices should be placed in the appendix since most people will skip over them in more prominent locations.  Legal notices should also be placed in the appendix so that they don’t increase the reader’s level of anxiety during more important, complex text or detract from the pleasure of using the product.

· Graphics:  Illustrations, before and after views, and diagrams are used to reinforce the material presented in the text visually.  When including any sort of graphic, descriptive figure titles and captions must be provided in order for the text and graphics to work together most effectively.

· Tables:  Tables are an extremely useful way to present statistical data and other information in a concise manner.  They take less space than plain text explanations and are easier to skim or refer back to.

· Consistent Highlighting / Stylistic Choices:  Use of highlighting, italics, bold, color, alternative fonts, and capitalization help readers to recognize the organization of a document and navigate its various components more easily. 

· Reference Information:  A list of external sources and internal citations may be necessary as well.  

· Contact Information / Logos:  At any point in the document the name of the producer or company logo should never be more than a glance away.  Including logos will help to increase brand recognition and providing contact information will reduce customer frustration in the case of technical support calls and feedback.

· Copyright Information:  Some sort of copyright or notice describing the use of proprietary information should always be included.  The copyright will not only protect the document as well as the product.  This type of information is most easily included in the table of contents area or the appendix.

What are the Genre Constraints?   

Writing within a specific genre involves making use of certain genre conventions.  Given that technical manuals describe and explain more technical material to readers than other forms of writing, there are also various constraints that control or limit its ability to reach audiences.  

Most of these constraints are related to the expertise or lack thereof shared by the writer and audiences.  In order to be able to adequately explain an idea or product, the writer must be knowledgeable on the topic and the specific product in order to create a quality document.  Depending on what is being described, the writer may have to take a very complex, multi-faceted topic and simplify it to effectively reach the audience.   In doing so, writers must be careful not to omit or mar essential pieces of information.  

During the process of providing information to end-users, the writer is also influenced by the producer of the product in question.  Within the genre of technical manuals, the writer is engaged in a theoretical tug-of-war between the producer and user.  Each audience has different uses for the document and the product.  The producer sees the product as a way of meeting users’ needs and making sales.  Often the technical documentation is an afterthought or footnote to the product and packaging.    Users, on the other hand, see the product as a way accomplish a specific task.  The explanation of how to complete that task is necessary in the event that they can’t readily figure the product out by trial and error.

A delicate balance exists in which writers must create a clear and concise document that is not only accessible to readers but true to the producers’ wishes as well.  In a sense, a technical writer is the bridge between the producer and audience translating complex technical ideas and navigating otherwise unexplored areas.    Writers must necessarily juggle the needs and expectations of both audiences.  Doing so can be difficult, but a good writers will recognize which areas of text that are integral and which areas may be revised or removed for the quality of the document as a whole.  

Once writers have decided how to meet the producers’ and users’ needs simultaneously, they must be cautious not to insult the reader’s intelligence or leave them completely confused by the language and wording of the text.  For example, a technical manual may be extremely well written and organized but if it above the reader’s basic level of understanding; the text will be useless and inaccessible to the reader.  

The writer has to be mindful of the primary audience in all stages of drafting.  Working on such a demanding and in-depth project can lull the writer into believing that everyone knows how to use the product in question as well as they do after all of the necessary research.   

Yet another genre constraint is the fact that most user manuals are activity-based.  Physically showing someone how to complete a task is much easier than writing about it, so technical manuals place writers at a disadvantage form the beginning.  Writers must figure out how to instruct users in a simple and relatable manner that can be easily translated into physical motion and activity.  

Figuring out how to translate physical actions into simple, easy to understand steps is not the only challenge.  Due to the activity-based nature, readers want to accomplish a task using the product not a manual.  After all, users purchase the product and the writing happens to comes with it, rather than an inherent interest in reading the technical manual that accompanies the product.  In fact, most people dislike user manuals and avoid them at all costs, only turning to the document as a last resort or out of desperation and frustration.   

Compared to other forms of writing, such as novels and newspapers, which are read for the sake of the writing itself as a unique and meaningful entity, technical manuals have a negative reputation.   Writers of technical manuals have to push through the negative stigma and attempt to ignore or overcome it via quality writing, simple yet meaningful descriptions, and well organized information.  

Readers of all genres derive pleasure from the ways in which their expectations are met or exceeded.  Technical manuals don’t always have to fit the boring, bland, and hard to understand mold.  In fact, technical manuals can surprise and even entertain readers.  Compared to all of the bad examples of writing in print, especially within the genre of technical writing, a quality technical manual can go a long way. To do so, a technical manual has to be great, not just good or average, so that it may be noticed among the myriad of inferior documents and seen for its worth despite the genres negative reputation.

If a technical manual is well written it may not receive its proper credit.  Because technical manuals and the products they accompany are so closely related, they are often indistinguishable.  As I have mentioned before, a first-rate manual will enhance the user’s experience and the product itself.    When a superior manual makes the product easier or more enjoyable to use, the efforts may be attributed to the product itself rather than the manual that facilitated the use.  

The reason is simple; a good technical manual is transparent.  It is read, processed and put into use but the focus is ultimately on the product rather than the writing.  If a reader remembers the manual itself, chances are that it is for negative rather than positive reasons.  

In the same way that the technical manuals improve the products and users’ experiences, the product also makes the document necessary and worthwhile.  Accordingly, a symbiotic relationship exists between the product and its technical manual.  As seen through genre theory, the influence of customer demand is what places the product before the technical manual in the consumer and producers minds.  After all, the product is what brings in the money, while the manual is what makes the purchase a good buy or not.

Genre constraints can also be found in the type of information conveyed in the document.  In the case of user manuals and instructions, certain products being described may require safety warnings directing users towards the intended uses and describing dangers that may occur with misuse.  This area of technical writing is wrought with liability and scare tactics.  While the writer is urged by the producer to explain all of the problems and dangers that are inherent to misuse in order to reduce or eliminate liability, the writer must also be careful not to scare the reader off totally yet still convince them to follow the prescribed instructions and safety warnings.   

Reading against the grain is yet another genre constraint.  Because of the nature of technical manuals, most people only pick and chose what and when to read sections of the document.  This puts technical writers in a difficult situation.  The producer of the product and writer obviously want the document to be read in its entirety for best understanding as well as the product experience.  These expectations are unrealistic.  While the piece needs to be a cohesive entity for the ideal reader, it also must be accessible in smaller portions for the here and there or average reader.  

In fact, the well-placed use of headings, bullet points, indexes, and images actually facilitate and encourage the here and there reading.  Making the document more organized and accessible is good and bad.  Producers and writers alike desire a systematic, well flowing document for the sake of good writing and user experience.  Conversely, the systematic nature of the piece also makes it easier to scan for relevant topics and read in smaller sections.  It’s a catch 22; if the document is written well enough that users want to read it at all readers will inevitable read the document against the grain.  If the document is written so that it can’t be read in pieces, it is probably not worth reading in its entirety either.

The increased use of images is also a blessing and a curse to technical manuals.  While they help to enhance the text and explain complex ideas or instructions in another form, they are also a distraction.  More advanced technology has enabled the use of bigger and better graphics and embellishments, but the result is not entirely positive.  Heavy reliance on photos and multimedia can be damaging since these visuals are not always easily translated from or into text.  They are increase the likelihood of scanning or completely disregarding a section of text because the images don’t appear to be relevant at a glance.

That is not to say that images and multimedia should not be included in technical manuals, just that they should be well balanced and strongly linked to the text.  Without any images or ways to break up the text, technical manuals would present information overload.  Large portions of text take longer to process than images and are more likely to be ignored or skipped over, while images may not be as able to explain the same idea or concept in part due to the fact that they take less time to process.  

At times, it is helpful to incorporate a table as an alternative to textual or image based explanations.  Tables are a useful combination of these two elements because they take up less room and time to process and are an easy way to break up conventional text without creating too much of a distraction.
How have Technical Manuals Changed and Evolved?

One of the most notable changes in the technical manual genre is philosophical.  Writers have largely changed how they conceptualize the purpose of individual documents, thus changing the shape and form of technical manuals in the process.  Previously, attention was focused inwardly on the document itself.  The main point was to create a well-written document which included all of the relevant information and topics.  Now the focus of technical manuals has shifted to an outward perspective of the document.  Writers now think of their work as a means to an end; something to be used in order to complete a physical or cognitive action.

Instead of speaking to largely technical audiences, such as the engineers and developers thirty years ago, technical manuals now have to address a wider range of audiences as well.  The actual writing and language found in technical manuals was forced to diversify along with the audience.  The material and language found in technical manuals is no longer “geek” or “techie” language.  It is material aimed at the average user of a product.  For example, technical manuals about computers are now directed towards business people, students, and consumers at large; basically anyone and everyone who may own or use a computer for work, school, or pleasure.      

Advances in technology have not only affected the way in which technical manuals are written linguistically, new technological capabilities and effects have also influenced how technical manuals are presented.  The days of strictly print compositions have been replaced by multi-media and online expansion.  Technical manuals are not just printed documents and booklets anymore.  They are also found in the form of websites, downloadable pdf’s, CD-Rom’s, e-mails, etc.  

These new forms of presentation and accessibility are a form of convergence in technology rather than divergence.  Since a specific technical manual may be found in more than one form, various technologies are being incorporated into the writing and distribution process.  That is not to say that the printed form of technical manuals is dying out, just that it is being built upon in other arenas.    

What used to be seen as a “piece of text” is now a “resource.”  This simple variation in title represents a new way of thinking about the genre of technical manuals as a whole.  The genre is not solely focused on paper documents any longer.  Instead, the focus has shifted towards the presentation of the information as a whole in all forms of distribution.  How the document looks and works is equal to the information it conveys.

Print and online documents now include high resolution graphics and photographs, visual effects, audio and video clips, and animated sequences in addition to text.  The inclusion of these multi-media elements has had intentional and accidental repercussions for the genre of technical manuals.  Photos and other ornamental elements were originally included as a way to break up long sections of text.  These additions also helped to clarify and reinforce areas of text or present information in an alternate format.  

The inclusion of images and extra elements also had an accidental effect.  In a sense, they worked too well.  Audiences responded well to the new modes of information and writers began to include them more frequently.  The problem is that audiences began to depend on the images too much.  Instead of working hand-in-hand with the text, images and other additions have taken precedence over the text.  

Since most readers only scan a document, images and accompaniments are more noticeable than textual explanations of the same information.  They are also quicker to process and more eye-pleasing, but they can also be misleading.  They give audiences a false sense of security.  Instead of reading the text, readers may survey the pictures to get a general idea of the document without actually reading or even scanning the text.  Since not all ideas can be easily translated into an image or diagram, relying on graphics solely can give an unrealistic impression of the text.

As a way to reduce the number of confusing or unusable technical manuals, a greater emphasis has been placed on usability testing for all forms.  Just creating a well-written and well-designed document is not enough anymore.  Writers and producers alike, now realize that the document must be usable as well.  

The best way to determine if a document is easy to understand is to conduct usability testing.   Doing so not only helps to identify weak areas of the document, but also keeps the writer mindful of the audience’s needs and expectations throughout the writing process.  In some cases, usability testing can also be used to identify critical errors or problems in the product itself as well.

What Will Technical Manuals Become?

As discussed in the previous section, technical manuals have come a long way from their origins in product packaging and demonstrations by salesmen.  As technology evolves, so will technical manuals.  Ever increasing reliance on computers and visual learning will undoubtedly shape the future of technical manuals.  In the future, technical manuals will continue to move away from paper formats.  Instead, the genre seems to be moving towards a greater emphasis on online content and visual representation of information.

It is clear that the internet is a great way for producers to communicate with clients and potential clients.  Since web documents are so accessible to audiences and can be so easily revised and updated by authors and producers, technical manuals will always have a home on the internet. 

Visual representations of technical manuals also seem likely in the near future.  CD-roms and DVDs are a different way to reach audiences.  Physically demonstrating how to accomplish a task in real time provides visual learners with an alternative to reading a document.  

The inclusion of live action video would not cut out the author of technical manuals either.  In fact, it would elevate then to a higher status within the process since someone will need to write the script.  Video formats will also give authors a bit of face time.  The actor will represent the author as well as the company.  Presenting the information, author, and producer in human form is always a good way to connect with the audience as well. 
Summary

Technical manuals represent different things to different people based upon the specific needs and characteristics of each individual document.  Nevertheless, the reasons why they exist, the audiences they exist for, the formats in which they exist, and the common elements each individual document incorporates define and advance the genre of technical manuals.  

Like any profession or genre of writing, technical manuals have positive and negative attributes.  Yet, it is an interesting and rewarding field of writing that is often misunderstood and overlooked.  With time, more people may come to appreciate this genre for all the ways it makes the products in our lives easier to use.
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