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Enhancing the Review Process:

Giving and Receiving Constructive Feedback
Laurie Pritchard

Introduction

Abstract: Clear, positive feedback can contribute significantly
toward improving the quality of printed and on-line
documentation. When feedback is negative, unclear, or
incomplete, however, the accuracy and quality of a document can
suffer, and misunderstandings between colleagues can result.
Those who are responsible for reviewing documentation can
enhance that process by knowing what type of feedback to provide,
and how to offer it in a clear and constructive way. Those who
request feedback on their documentation projects also can enhance
the review process by clearly identifying the project scope and
specifying their evaluation needs to their reviewers.

Designing and writing documentation is a creative process. The
challenge of shaping the tools that will educate and inform our
users is potentially one of the most satisfying forms of professional
communication.

That process, however, is not without its periods of difficulty and
frustration. And most of us would agree that reviews are one of the
more trying times in the course of a project. Reviewing requires
that we submit our work to the scrutiny of others involved in a
project, including our fellow writers. It requires that we be open to
criticism, patient in the face of delays, and prepared for the
possibility making major content changes. And even though we
want to feel that we are doing our best work, the review process is
often unpredictable at best.

What can writers — and their reviewers — do to make this process
smoother and more efficient? This paper will look at some of the
problems that typically occur in the course of documentation
reviews, and will offer suggestions on how writers and reviewers
can work together to enhance this crucial part of technical
communication.
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The Review Scenario
In a typical project, a document passes through many hands before
it is released. It will most likely be reviewed at least once by fellow
writers, possibly an editor, and representatives from product
development, marketing, technical support, and others who share
in the responsibility for ensuring that the document meets both
corporate guidelines and the needs of customers. Ask anyone
involved with a document review about that process, though, and
they'll probably agree that it is never easy — that more often it is
annoying, confusing, and time-consuming.

Problems Facing Writers
Writers may face any or all of the following problems:

* Review copies aren't returned on time and sometimes not at all.
e Comments and corrections are illegible.
¢ Comments are vague or incomplete.

* Reviewers make grammatical corrections and do not address
technical accuracy.

» Reviewers ask technical questions of the writer that the writer
cannot answer.

e Comments are negative, emphasizing what is wrong without
noting what is right.

e Reviewers do not distinguish between actual corrections and
comments or suggestions.

e Reviewers are not available for follow-up questions or
subsequent reviews.

Problems Facing Reviewers
Reviewers may face any or all of the following problems:

e They are not given enough time to review the document.

e Review requirements conflict with their schedules and
priorities.

e Their workload is heavy.
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* They do not know what type of feedback the writer needs.

e They do not know the status of the document; for example,
whther it is first draft, second draft, or beta test copy.

e They do not know why they are included in the review process.

* They hear nothing further from the writer after the review and
feel that their time has been wasted; their comments ignored.

e They are not clear about what responsibility they have, if any, for
the quality of the document.

Many of these problems are the result of obstacles that accompany
every project, such as limited resources, tight deadlines, heavy
workloads, and conflicting priorities among departments. They
also, however, may reflect the fact that both writers and reviewers
do not know what is expected of them. In his book Writing Better
Computer User Documentation from Paper to Hypertext, R. John
Brockmann notes:

No one has ever been taught in school how to review a user manual effectively.
Thus the quality and quantity of reviews you receive are directly related to the
amount of time and effort you expend in spelling out what is needed.1

At one division of Hewlett-Packard, technical communicators
actually created a class for non-editing reviewers in which they
taught reviewers how to mark changes on document drafts and use
a checklist of review items.2

When writers and their reviewers have a clearer picture of the
review process, they can work more effectively together to provide
positive, accurate, and focused feedback to one another. The
following paragraphs offer some guidelines that can make the
process more effective for both writers and reviewers.
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Enhancing Reviews -- What Writers and Reviewers Can Do

Suggestions for Writers
Select your reviewers carefully. Find out who has the technical and
creative expertise you need for thorough and effective reviews.

Prepare your reviewers. Notify them ahead of time, by phone or e-
mail, that they’ll be receiving a draft, what manual they'll be
receiving, and what part of the project it represents.

Let your reviewers know what they're getting, and what to do with
it. Your reviewers will have be in a much better position to conduct
an effective evaluation if they know what you need from them. In
your cover memo, let them know:

o The status of the draft — for example, if it is a first draft, second
draft, or beta test copy. Be sure to note this information on the
draft itself as well as in your cover memo.

e How the manual relates to other components of the project — for
example, if it is a companion manual to another document.

e Any special situations concerning the draft, such as an upcoming
product demonstration or limited release.

e What you would like the reviewer to do. This might seem
obvious at first — you want them to review the manual, of
course. But the term "review" may mean something entirely to
your reviewers. To them, it could mean a quick read, a list of
suggestions, a quick edit, a wholesale rewrite, or simply a sign-
off. All too many of us have had the frustrating experience of
sending a draft out for a technical review, only to have it come
back marked with grammatical and spelling corrections. Such
an oversight is not always intentional, and it can be avoided if
your reviewers know what type of feedback you expect from
them.
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Another way of clarifying your needs is to provide a checklist in
your cover letter that outlines the issues you would like the
reviewer to address.3 For technical reviews, your checklist might
include the following items:

— Are all of the required steps covered in this procedure?

— Are all of the software updates induded?

~ Is the level of detail appropriate for the target audience?

— Is all pertinent informatioﬁ included?

Any areas of the draft that need special attention or in which you
have specific questions. You may want to mark these areas on

your manuscript so that they will receive the attention they
need. :

Any holes or gaps in the draft, such as sections yet to be written
or graphics yet to be developed. A simple note in the text, such
as "graphics to be inserted” will help eliminate confusion about
missing information.

How vou would like comments and corrections noted. For
example, would you like corrections marked directly on the
manuscript, or listed on a separate sheet of paper?

The date by which you need the review comments back.

Be available for dialog with your reviewers. Always incdlude a
phone number or e-mail address where you can be reached. Also,
let your reviewers know you are willing to meet with them if
necessary, either one-on-one or in a review meeting. ‘

Thank your reviewers for their work, both before and after the
review. A thank-you note or phone call lets reviewers know that
their work is appreciated and valued. Also, if a reviewer was
especially helpful, tell your manager or project leader. It is this type
of recognition that promotes teamwork, makes our jobs more
rewarding, and makes life in general more pleasant.
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Suggestions for Reviewers
Give priority to your area of expertise. As a reviewer, you have an
opportunity to offer a unique contribution to the quality of the
document. Invest your energy in reviewing the document from
that perspective. For example, if you are in the technical support
area, you know the most frequent problems customers experience
with a product. If you are a user interface expert, you'll have a good
perspective on what users need to know to navigate successfully
through a system.

Keep the scope of the project in mind as you review. Time and
budget limitations might not permit some of the changes you feel
are necessary. Calls for wholesale rewrites or inclusion of complex
graphics can be very stressful for a writer under a tight deadline and
limited resources. If you do feel that some major organizational
changes are necessary, make a note of them as suggestions for future
versions of the manual. Offer to discuss them one-on-one with the
writer, while respecting the writer's expertise as a communicator.

Put prejudices aside. Occasionally, you may find your perceptions of
a document colored by a bad experience with a previous project or
another writer. Try to forget about the past and bring a fresh
perspective to each piece you review.

Keep comments constructive. A review is your opportunity to add
to the quality of a document. Writers will be far more receptive to
your feedback if you offer it in a positive light. Note problems
tactfully and suggest solutions if you can. Also, watch for these
stylistic negatives:

* Heavy-handed phrases, such as "you neglected to include..." or
"You failed to mention...." If you find omissions, use positive
wording such as "Be sure to tell the user how to enter the correct
parameters here."

* Hostile punctuation, such as double question marks and
exclamation points. This type of puncutation communicates
anger and impatience, and does nothing to solve content
problems. Trust the writer to note your comments without the
need for such emphasis.
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e Judgmental questions, such as such as "Why isn't the list of state
codes included?" or "Where is the index?". Such wording
communicates hostility and puts the writer in a defensive
position.

Be specific. Comments such as "No!", "Unclear," "Rewrite this,"
"More information needed here,” or "This is no longer true"
communicate only that something is wrong. They bring the writer
to a dead end, resulting in frustration and additional phone calls. If
you see a problem, help the writer solve it by stating exactly what
needs to be corrected.

Don't burden the writer with technical questions. In the course of a
technical review, several questions may occur to you, such as "Is
this a required field?" or "How many access codes can you enter into
this directory?” While these questions may be important, keep in
mind that the writer is not a product expert and should not be
expected to know answers to technical questions. If questions occur
to you for which you don't have an answer, try to find the
information — or, at the very least, provide the writer with some
guidance about where to find the information.

Write legibly and carefully. You will save the writer — and
ultimately, the user — much time and frustration by marking
corrections carefully on the draft. Be especially sure that items such
as part numbers can be read easily. A "6" can be easily mistaken for
a "0"; a-hyphen for an underscore; a comma for a period. These
small errors can cause big problems for users.

Keep your comments as neat and organized as possible. If you need
to omit a comment you made earlier, white it out with correction
tape or liquid paper. At the very least, be sure to cross out the
discarded comment completely so that the writer does not
accidently incorporate it during the revision.

Distinguish clearly between actual corrections, comments, and
suggestions. When the time comes to incorporate review
comments, the writer needs to know the specific technical
corrections needed as opposed to what changes would be helpful but
not necessary. You can help make that distinction clear by noting
what information must be changed and exactly where on the draft it
should be inserted or deleted. If you have comments or
suggestions, write them in the margin or on a separate sheet of

paper.
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Also, explain the reasons for any suggestions you make. Doing so
will communicate your concern for quality and will assure the
writer that your suggestion is not merely the expression of a
personal preference.4 Don't assume that the writer will understand
the reason for a suggested change.

Inform the writer of scheduling problems. If you cannot review the
draft, or if you need to return it later than the specified date, let the
writer know immediately so that the schedule can be adjusted, or an
alternate reviewer found.

Planning for Effective Reviews
Despite the best efforts of writers and reviewers to work
cooperatively together, problems at higher levels in the
organization — urgent release dates, conflicting priorities,
communication breakdowns, organizational chaos, limited
resources — can make the review process extremely difficult. Solid
management support plays an important role in reducing the
harmful impact of these problems. In his article, "Improving the
Management of Technical Writers: Creating a Context for Usable
Documentation,” Richard Chisholm writes:

They [writers] must develop cordial working relations with colleagues in other
departments. For this reason, it is up to management to foster creative working
relationships among professionals in various departments. It is also up to
management to help writers develop and maintain the interpersonal skills
that will help them procure information, so that when crises arise, writers can
get the information they need. °

He also notes that "Effective managers schedule adequate time for
planning, gathering information, revising, reviewing, testing, and
production."6

Good project management requires that we address review issues in
the early stages of a project. At the planning stage, discuss with your
team and your manager how reviews will be conducted and what
obstacles may lie ahead. Be sure that review cycles are included in
the project schedule. Use the planning stage as an opportunity to
educate colleagues about the crucial role reviews play in document

quality.



T

Enhancing the Review Process: Giving and Receiving Constructive Feedback
Laurie Pritchard

Conclusion
No matter what your organizational structure, everyone's ultimate
job is the same - to produce a quality product to the customer. The
document review process is an important form of teamwork toward
that goal. And when you make the most of that process, you play a
part in your company's success.
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Demonstration:

Cross-Cultural Commnication
of Technical Information

Presented by Alec Sutherland

Summary: Accurately translating a technical document from one language to ancther
solves only one part of the technical communication problem. We must also strive to
assure that we have achieved a successful transmission of our information from culture
to culture, that our technical commmmication across cultures is both effective and
efficient. This demcnstration session will begin with a quick overview of the cross-
cultural communication problem and then use examples, illustrations, and brief case
studies to suggest practical approaches to solving the problem.

--The Role of Cultwre in Language: how culture and language are different
factors affecting the transmission of technical information.

--The Role of Cultural Values: how the way a culture views itself, the outside
world, technology, and information shapes the way it receives, regards, and
uses technical informationm.

~-The Role of Structure: how different cultures structure the presentation of
reality and how these differences can (and should) affect the structuring and
formatting of technical informatiom.

~-The Role of the Verbal and the Role of the Visual: how different cultures
have different expectatiocns of the verbal and the visual in the commnication
of information.

—-The Role of Style: how different cultures respond to different styles in
the presentation of technical informaticm.

—-The Role of Resocurces: where the technical commmicator can turn for
systematic assistance in designing and carrying out the cross-cultural
cammunication of technical information.

(Alec Sutherland, Ph.D., is Professor of English at Nazareth College of Rochester,
Rochester, NY 14618, where he teaches Technical and Professional Writing.)
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The Strategic Value of Information (Part I)
William Tedeschi

Abstract - Most managers, business or otherwise,
understand implicitly the value of the product they
make or the service they provide. Do they, however,
understand the strategic value of information toward
the meeting of their objectives? So often the
technical communicators who impart this information
are considered a “"necessary evil.” In a time when
American business is downsizing, it s often these
“necessary evil" jobs that are the first to go. This
presentation attempts to provide communicators with
ideas, tools and approaches whereby the organizations
they support will not only accept them as vital
partners but seek them out as well.

The Challenge
In our business of communications, whether it be
technical, or informational, for extermal or internal
use, for customers or employees, we generally have
been quite successful at being complete and correct
and usually on time. As the comedian on Saturday
Night Live used to say as he impersonated President
Bush, "“That’s good. Nothing wrong with that. Right
thing to do. Need to move forward, though. Need new
goals... .°

We“ve taken data and information in any form or
condition, worked on it, transformed it, made it
presentable, understandable, and useful. “Nothing
wrong with that.” In the traditional sphere of our
professional influence, I°d have to agree. On the
other hand, I continue to hear that nagging voice
(neither the President”s nor the comedian“s, and in
either case, not very funny) whispering that we
technical communicators are "a necessary evil™.
What” s worse are the downsizings in American business
in which we have suddenly become the "unnecessary
evils” and the first to go.

Most managers, business or otherwise, understand
implicitly the value of the product they make or the

service they provide. Do they, however, understand
the otratcgic valuc of information toward the meeting

of their objectives? Even more important, do we know
how to cause them to understand that technical
communicators are as valuable to an organization as

13
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the CEO or the product design engineer or their top
salesperson?

It is not too late for technical communicators to look
at ourselves, what we do and how we do it, and cause
us to become strategically invaluable and vital
partners with our clients, customers, or organization.
This presentation provides the foundation and
principles along with ideas, tools, and approaches
whereby we will meet that sphere of acceptance.

A Self-Examination
We tend to see ourselves as writers, editors, artists,
spokespersons for all customers, and the conduit for
information people want and need. We believe we are
great investigators who tell the truth and care about
what we do and for whom we do it.

Frankly, my dears, business people could care less

about those traits we hold so precious. How do

business people tend to see us? Sadly, I must tell

they think of us as spendthrifts, prima donnas, those .
@/t {X@tt investigators, not with the program, not
strategic, and having a career tied to our profession.

Where does all this perception come from? Let s look
at how business people tend to view themselves. They
are strategic in all of their actions, committed to
their organizations, aggressive, and results oriented.
Are you getting the message? Well here’s
more...visionary, problem solvers; and here come the
“most important” characteristics. Their careers are
tied to the company and everything they do is aligned
with the strategic goals of their organizations.

The Fundamental Question
We ve come to the fundamental question for technical
communicator who reside within or serve and
organization.

. . .
DQ_1Qn_aeQ_%Q??3glfTas_%_Q9??n?fcat;nnTprgfiss?Qnal;
 zation?

The more you see yourself as a professional
communicator, the more imolated youn will boe from your —_

organization both in your day to day operations and
yvour professional development.
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The more you see yourself as a manager and planner (of
people or projects) with communication skills, the
more you will be in tune with the organization’s
mission and objectives and the more you will be able
to use those communications skills in its service.

In general, technical communicators have a tough time
with the concepts of planning and managing because we
are so used to responding and reacting rather than
acting...it"s just been the nature of our business, up
until now. Business operatives call that crisis

management. We are perceived as not being in charge
of our work.,

Planning and managing are the way we integrate
business concepts with communications operations or
activities!

Rating the Characteristcs of Our Work
I expect you are gathering why we don"t fit in
strategically. Therefore, before we can even
determine the strategic values of our strategic
opportunities for information, we need (must) align
ourselves with the strategy of our organization. By
the way, if I am able to convey anything through this
paper, it must be the concept of ALIGNMENT.

Once our self examination is completed, we need to
look at the "products"” we produce. For the purposes
of ease of discussion, let s use “"publications” as a
descriptor for any and all communication vehicles. In
all candor, we should rate our technical publications
on the basis of “of necessity” and "actual“ for their
s8ix easential characteristics: Credibility, Immediacy,
Long-Term Results, Fast Response, acceptance, and
Delivery of Strategic Message. The rating system is
highest, high, good, fair, and poor. (During the oral
presentation we will run through this exercise,
likewizse for the previous exercises related to how we
and business people see ourselves.)

It will come as no surprise that the tangible goods we
produce rank very well in all characteristics except
"delivery of the strategic message™

Strategic Thinking — Getting with the Program
In order, thea, to "got with the program”, we nood to
be aware of the types of Strategic Thinking. They are
(1) Imnactive, (2) Reactive, (3) Preactive, and (4)
Interactive. Here is an easy way to remember them.
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The inactivist tries to hold a fixed position in a
moving tide; the reactivist tries to swim against it;
and the preactivist tries to ride with it along its
leading edge. The interactivist tries to control it.
(Ackoff) Obviously, we need to take an interactive
approach the principles of which are participation,
continuity, coordination, and integration of activity.
These principles are reviewed and related to day-to-
day operations in the oral presentation.

The Tough Part

The balance of this presentation is an open forum that
works through and helps the audience develop a mission
statement; view their functional planning hierarchy
and organizational hierarchy modeled after our old
friend Abe Maslov; and most important, determine
practical opportunities wherein information can
contribute strategic value to your organization or
client. ’



Transfer of Training: Getting Results Through Trainer-Manager
Partnerships
by
Terry Boothman, Manager for Research and Development, and Harvey Feldstein, Vice
President, Seminar Division, Logical Operations, Rochester, New York

"Unless there is first Doubt,
there can be no enlightenment”

-- Zen Proverb

If you haven't noticed, there is more than enough reason to doubt the value of some of
what we trainers do. So much of the training enterprise is taken on faith, or on somewhat
questionable forms of evidence such as smile sheet data or the impression that things are
better now than they were before. Although we have a fully developed technology of
evaluation, such methods as baseline studies or regression analyses do not come without
cost and, it wou:d be fair to guess, are not frequently deployed. We are left sitting astride
a void of uncertainty, with a wea.kened ability to make professional training as high a
priority as we would like.

What's worse, there are those in the field who question the ability of training to struggie
through organizational minefields to the goal-line of measurable results. Trainers
struggle heroically to design effective programs only to be stymied by inadequate
management support. And when times are hard and the budget must be tightened--well,
you know the story.

Taking Up the Cause

For at least the past decade, there have been efforts to both quantify and boost the impact
of training. Dana Gaines Robinson and James Robinson broke ground with Training for
Impact in 1990, and Mary Broad and John Newstrom gave us a comprehensive review of
the field with Transfer of Training in 1992. The works of these authors, and others, take
pains to provide models of training delivery that are rooted in the notion of measurable
outcomes. In 1989, the computer training firm, Logical Operations, with funding from
several major corporate sources, began a continuing series of studies on the impact of
personal computer training. The results of the first of these were released in Information
Center magazine in 1990 and cited in Smart Training, by Clay Carr in 1992.

The first of the Logical Operations studies found there were at least a handful of trainer-
prescribed activities linked to higher post-training productivity. Most of the activities
involved the efforts of a manager or supervisor. All were supported by dramatic and
significant statistics. The findings were referenced against conclusions about the same
issues found in the training literature, and checked for validity with other experts in the
field. In time, the following recommendations became central tenets of a productivity
management approach to training design:

Recommendations
1) Let learners explore the content of training before the learning event.
Learners who are given an opportunity to roam through the contents of a formal training

program at their own pace, come to the program "loaded"--more prepared to learn. This
notion of "pre-learning learning” suggests that trainees can overcome major conceptual

17
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barriers to learning when allowed to attack the material at their own pace. The prescribed
activity may come as free-form practice, or a structured exercise: "find the answers to the
following six questions before your class next week." In either case, the exploration
period seems to provide an orientation to course content that streamlines learning.

2) Identify, before the learning event, how the training will apply to the learner’s job.

Adult learning experts tell us that trainees need to see how the training applies directly to
their jobs. Depending on the content of a course, the instructor may or may not be able to
make the connection directly. But this can be accomplished, with a little nudging from
the trainer, by a supervisor who knows something about the course contents and, we
assume, something about the job. A brief meeting with their supervisor before the
learning event can help trainees sort out the critical pieces and tune in to skills of key
value to their work. This may operate from the same philosophy that tells us to specify
learning objectives before training.

3) Change performance expectations

Managers and supervisors don't always adjust performance standards after training, if
indeed they pay any attention at all. In simpler terms, a changed expectation means "I'm
going to treat you differently now.” The difference may come as a reward for enhanced
performance, or a gentle review of work that doesn't quite make the mark. In either case,
the clear message is that learning must be supported in the workplace by those to whom
the learner is accountable. Unfortunately, in the world of work, learning is not always its
own reward.

4) Plan practice activity

Learners may miss the opportunity to practice new skills back on the job (assuming the
job itself doesn't constitute practice). Learners may discover that deferring work
responsibilities to attend training leads to a fierce backlog when they return, or that
managers expect them to apply new skills almost immediately. In either case, managers
seldom plan for a healthy transition after a training event. In the computer world, a
"protected” practice time has been useful. That could mean two-to-three days of practice
off-site--even if it means allowing the trainee to pack up a portable computer and take it
home.

5) Assign new tasks involving the content of the training.

Of the strategies offered, this may be the most aggressive--and least likable--for the
trainee's supervisor. We shouldn't leave the application of new skills to chance; we
should propel the learner into activities where the sponsoring organization can enjoy the
benefits of training. If learners do this assignment before the training event, they once
again acquire a "set," a way of marking which skills will be especially important. We
assume that this process of skill identification leads to more rehearsal or to a more
motivated learning effort.

Shouldering the Burden

It is obvious from this discussion that much of the burden of "training transfer" falls on
the shoulders of the manager or supervisor. This isn't news; the training profession has
been preaching management involvement for years. We've only failed to find more
convincing ways to convey the message, and a better architecture for the training itself--a
design that carefully draws the manager into the picture from the beginning. In 1991,
Logical Opcrations, wili the Association for Computer Training and Support, sponsored
a second major piece of survey research. Questionnaires were sent to five thousand
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training professionals across the country. Queshons centered around the following three
themes:

1) Do you support the five strategies (identified above)?
2) Does your organization engage in the five strategies?
3) What strategies or activities separate success trainers from those who are less so0?

Data from seven hundred respondents showed that they did believe in the strategies, but
their organizations didn't practice them with particular zeal. Trainers who said they were
more successful and whose efforts led to more trainee productivity, also said they were
more influential as individuals. The relationship of influence to success became that of
chicken to egg, but the data confirmed the conclusion that the five identified activities
were strong predictors of training success.

There were other factors that separated the more successful from the less successful
trainers. More successful trainers tended to be better communicators. They were more
likely to talk and write to both managers and trainees about productivity issues
surrounding training. They were better self-promoters, saying they were more inclined to
publicize their own training successes. And they were three times as likely to offer
formal training to management regarding the issues identified in this article. In short,
more successful trainers are more likely to take the bull by the homns and get more
management involvement in the training process.

Logical Operations is continuing its research into the 90's, and hopes that other
organizations will also. Remaining questions center on which of the identified factors
carry the most weight, and which are the most easily adopted by training organizations.
And, of course, whether there are other key factors that can be readily applied to
technical and skills training endeavors. Broad and Newstrom list over seventy transfer
strategies, many of which may be considered research prospects.

And Beyond

On a deeper level of analysis, the framework of the conclusions offered here suggests
another look at the execution of training services. One may come to believe, as the
author does, that emphasis on transfer strategy is a better investment of trainer time than
emphasis on fine-tuning the design of information delivery. In other words, building a
better mousetrap does us little good if we don't also clear that path to our door. In fact,
we may need to change organizational attitudes and perceptions about what training
really is. Doing so will require more than our grousing at staff meetings and professional
conferences; we'll have to change some of our own attitudes and priorities.

Some thoughts:

- We need to see performance change as the crux of our job. We tend to see ourselves as
information providers, but not necessarily as motivators and change agents. That part of
the job has become an organizational hot potato, both trainer and manager flicking it
back to the other in short order. Itreally is our job for now, if only because we have a
clearer vision and a personal stake in the outcomes.

- We need to define training differently. Training needs to be seen from the design level
up as a "performance change intervention," not just an information event. If we
ourselves see it that way, use different labels, and negotiate on that basis, the new scheme
may start to catch on. Managers may come to us on different terms.
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- We need to build 2 new technology. Not a technology of information, but a technology
of influence in which information is one required part. That technology may be
something that many of us practice now, and with certain results. Yet the outcomes are
too important to leave to the maturity and experience of individual trainers. They should
become basic training for all of us, and so we need to address these issues on an
organizational basis.

- We need to continue research into how we can achieve more power and influence
within our host organizations. If done in good faith, this can lead to more productive
training models and give us a well-deserved boost.
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Communicating Change/Changing Communication
Diane M. Gayeski

Abstract - This workshop provides an overview of new management
trends, theories, and practices and matches them with new com-
munication paradigms and media. Participants will learn what
new technologies and techniques are available, what their potential
benefits and costs are, and how to introduce them to their organiza-
tions so that they are aligned with its culture and goals. Examples
of communication projects using these techniques and technologies
are presented, and participants apply these case studies to their own
professional development and department plans.

Organizational Change

As our organizations grapple with changes such as:

¢ downsizing
total quality management
workplace and customer diversity
ecological consciousness
global economics
self-managed teams and
employee empowerment,
we need not only to communicate those changes but to change the
ways we communicate. Traditional top-down, one-way, linear, and
slow communication systems will need to be replaced with on-line,
interactive, participatory, and rapid information technologies.
What are the challenges, opportunities, and new skills that await
technical communication professionals?

How we must communicate and what we must communicate
Despite these radical changes (or attempts to change) the fun-
damental structure and culture of organizations, communication
systems (and communicators) have generally not kept pace. Com-
munication departments are generally regarded as protectors of the
status quo, and even those who are engaged in developing messages
about change are generally not changing themselves.

For organizations to remain competitive and vital, their old top-
down, linear, rigid, controlling, and slow channels of communica-
tion need to be "re-wired”. This re-wiring consists or:
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* anew communication "culture” - policies and practices and in-
centives

* new communication tools which support collaboration rather
than just indoctrination

* unification of communication functions / distribution systems /
themes, including computers, telecommunications, training,
marketing, PR, advertising, etc.

To do this, we need to develop "Renaissance Communicators" who
understand, develop, and control human and mediated communica-
tion RULES AND TOOLS. Merely attempting to change the rules
without changing the tools makes behavior change difficult; people
will resort to their old ways because the old systems make it easy to
do so -- in fact they may support nothing else. Merely introducing
new technologies without changing the culture and incentive sys-
tems won’t work either.

What new technologies and policies can help us?
We need systems which support our organizations’ cultures and
goals. For enterprises which value employee participation and col-
laboration, two-way communication systems which are easily acces-
sible are appropriate: e-mail, teleconferencing, and computer-based
collaboration and audience participation tools are examples. Valu-
ing diversity as a goal can be put into action by interactive multi-
media training and information systems which provide information
in ways which are tailored to the interests, styles, and even lan-
guages of the users. Employees can become empowered through ac-
cess to extensive databases and can have their decision-making
supported by tools such as expert systems and electronic perfor-
mance support tools. Finally, policies such as voluntary access to
training and rigorous evaluation of communication interventions
are aligned with empowerment and total quality management.

Case studies: how to get started

There are some ways in which communication professionals can "re-

wire" their organizations:

* establish links and unified strategies with MIS, telecommunica-
tions, and human resources (Example: Espar Products, Marine
Midland Bank orientation, and US Healthcare Service Center);

* budget for R&D projects (Example: Amway Corp. and Bank of
Montreal);
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® use inexpensive and widely adopted communication tools such
as electronic mail and consumer video to facilitate communica-
tion (Examples: New York State Electric & Gas, and Con-
solidated Diesel);

* plan for a new electronic communication conduits capable of
sending text, data, voice, graphics, and motion video (Example:
American Express and Federal Express);

* help executives use new technologies to support their efforts in
a new style of management (Example: Dow Chemical)

* establish communication as a "value added" commodity and as
integral to production (Example: Genigraphics)

* develop new names and policies for training departments (Ex-
amples: New York State Electric & Gas, Bank of Montreal,
ISVOR Fiat)

Promises and pitfalls of these new technologies
As enticing as new multimedia technologies may be, more projects
have failed than have succeeded over the past decade. The major
reasons for these failures include a lack of standardization of equip-
ment, poor design and management skills, an inability to show a
return on investment for the dollars and time spent, and a misalign-
ment of approaches with overall business goals and cultures. Most
successful pilots have used the synergy of in-house staff coached by
consultant-producers who can help them get a first project off the
ground smoothly and professionally while allowing the organiza-
tion to develop its internal skills for use in subsequent projects.

Creating an action plan
Communication professionals need to take a leadership role in
evaluating and adopting new technologies. However, rather than
selling a new medium by its technical features, we should identify
major organizational needs, goals, and values and where are cur-
rent communication practices may be out of alignment. Only then
can an appropriate pilot project be created which is not only effec-
tive in its content, but is also powerful in its inherent philosophy
and nature.



24

Communicating Change / Changing Communication

Communication alignment

Question 1: With which of these initiatives or themes is your or-

ganization involved?

Total

a

DOooooooooo o

Total Quality Management (TQM)
Employee empowerment
Teamwork

Just-in-time manufacturing
Diversity awareness
Environmental consciousness
Participatory decision-making
Self-managed feams

Continual learning

Global manufacturing/marketing
Downsizing/rightsizing

Management of information overload
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Question 2: Which of these things are true of your organization?

O

O 0O 0 0o g

O

Total:

Employees "sent" to courses by managers
Documentation/training based on input from one or two SMEs
Most company news written by communications staff
Print-based policies and procedures manuals

More messages sent from the top down than from the bottom up

Communication professionals rewarded for the amount of
materials they produce

Training and documentation generally presents one "best" way
to approach a task

Communication materials do not include or acknowledge input
of employees

Most trainiﬁg courses led by one instructor
Most formal information transmitted by print

Documentation and training can’t keep up with new product /
policy introductions

Employee communications, advertising/PR, training, informa-
tion systems, media production all separate departments

Communication interventions evaluated by "smile sheets"

Most formal meetings with management consist of an-
nouncements

Most media generated by requests from managers

Most training done away from actual worksite

Score: Question 1 x Question 2:

25
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Communication Change Action Plan

Most severe misalignment

Change in policy

Change in technology

Objective

Who’s on the team?

How would an intervention be evaluated?

What outside resources are necessary?
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Presenting Technical Information
to an International Audience
Lisa A. Moretto and Ron S. Blicq

Introduction

Abstract- The lifting of physical and political barriers berween countries has
encouraged more North Americans to participate in international confer-
ences held overseas. Technical communicators are particularly in demand,
because professionals in other courtries want to learn about the techniques
we use in document production and information processing. Some also want
to learn how to communicate more effectively when they write to "the west. "
Speaking to foreign language audiences demands careful and thoughtful
preparation, a knowledge of the culture of the host country, skill in speaking
through a translator, the ability to be flexible and adjust readily to unexpect-
ed conditions, and the willingness to research and understand the audience's
needs and expectations.

As part of an international thrust to establish communication between Euro-
pean and North American societies, for the past two and a half years the
Professional Communication Society of the IEEE (Institute of Electrical and
Electronics Engineers Inc) has taken part in information technology confer-
ences in Russia, Estonia, and Germany. In each case the conference was
conducted primarily in the language of the host country, with the PCS
members' contributions being translated as they spoke. In 1992 the PCS
members also presented courses in technical and business communication for
engineers, economists, and business administrators in Moscow and Tallinn.
Our experience in making these presentations opened our eyes to the diffi-
culties inherent in addressing non-English-speaking audiences.

The enthusiasm we and our information received has convinced us that many
more opportunities will occur for North American technical communicators
to travel and speak abroad. Our purpose in this paper is to offer sugges-
tions, based on our experience, for making presentations before foreign-
language audiences, and concurrently to alert potential speakers to some of
the constraints and cultural differences they may encounter. The paper will
cover three main topics: how to prepare; how to work with a translator; and
how to speak in three different settings: at a conference, at a business meet-
ing, and as a course leader.

Preparing to Speak

The guidelines that apply when speaking to an English-language audience
also apply 1w an international audience. You have to identity who you will
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be speaking to, their level of education, their profession, their age, and how
much they are likely to know about your subject. You should talk at, not
above or below their level, and prepare clear and relevant visual aids. You
must deliver your talk extemporaneously rather than read it, and speak
slowly and clearly. And during the question period, as a courtesy you
should repeat each question to ensure everyone has heard and understood it.
However, for an international audience you have to pay more than normal
attention to some of these factors, and consider additional factors that will
enhance audience understanding.

Considering Your Audience
If you will be speaking at a meeting of a technical society, such as tekom
(Germany's equivalent of the STC), identifying who will be in your audi-
ence is not difficult. But if you are giving a general address to, say, a
meeting of the Russian A.S. Popov Society (which has a broad spectrum of
technical and nontechnical members), determining who will be there can be
a problem. You can ask the contact person who is making arrangements in
the host country, but often he or she either will not know or may not under-
stand the importance of your question (or language barriers or inadequate
mail and electronic communication methods may intrude). Even if you are
told, be wary: at one location we were told we would be speaking to 15
technical specialists, yet when we faced them we discovered they were 64
undergraduate students!

Ask your host committee to identify what they want or expect you to talk
about, what they feel the audience will want to hear, and how long your
presentation is to be. Use this as a starting point, and then adapt your
information to fit the audience's needs just as you would for an English-
speaking audience. But severely limit the amount of information you plan to
convey, because translation, and sometimes the need to explain a point in
more depth than you expected (often prompted by audience questions), can
use up a lot of time.

Avoid referring to North American situations or events which are familiar to
you but may not be familiar to your audience. Prepare to explain a point or
a situation in a context they will understand and can relate to. For example,
if you will be describing how a letter of transmittal can serve as an Execu-
tive Summary, do some research so you can refer to a writer and reader who
are in cities and businesses in the host country. Give them typical local
names such as Svetlana Ilyavich in Minsk and Boris Lakayev in Simferapol,
rather than Jane Sparkes in Buffalo and Phil Green in Sacramento.

Learn some of the business and social customs of the country where you will
be speaking. In many countries your audience will expect men to wear a
dark business suit and black shoes, and may consider it a slight if a male
speaker wears a sports jacket and slacks with brown shoes. Similarly, in
some countries a male speaker would be considered ill-mannered if he were
to put his hands in his pockets while he addressed the audience. Take plenty
of business cards, ideally printed in two languages (many foreign profes-
sionals identify themselves in English on the reverse side), and in some
countries expect to shake hands frequently. In eastern Europe, especially,
people regularly greet one-another with a handshake on meeting for the first
time each day, and often again on parting at the end of the day.
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Selecting Your Visual Aids
Tell your host committee what platform equipment you will need early in
your preparations, and ask them to confirm that it will be available. But
don't bank on their assurances. In some countries overhead and slide
projectors--and particularly spare bulbs—are difficult to obtain and may not
be exactly what you are accustomed to. We asked for both a slide projector
and an overhead projector in Tallinn, with two screens because we wanted to
show slides and transparencies simultaneously. Our hosts assured us that
both would be available, and they were. What we had not anticipated was
that the "slide projector” would be a lens assembly that clamped over the
projection lenses of the overhead projector, and so only one could be used at
a time. Consequently, try to keep your equipment needs as simple as
possible.

Resist the temptation simply to pull some of your best slides and transparen-
cies from your files. For an international audience you will need to prepare
new visuals that are entirely self-explanatory. If you puzzle your audience
by screening confusing visuals, you may lose their attention while they try to
work out what the visual is supposed to mean. And it will probably be too
difficult to explain the visual through the translator (assuming you even
know it needs explaining), and too time consuming.

Ideally, prepare two sets of visuals, one in English and one in the audience's
language. Your audience will understand your visuals better, and will par-
ticularly appreciate the effort you have invested in trying to help them. You
will have to start preparing early, because first you have to find a local
translator capable of converting your idioms and technical terms into the
foreign language (not every translator can do this). You may be able to send
your English-language originals to the host country for translation, although
In practice we have rarely found this to be a practicable solution.

'We recommend preparing overhead transparencies (foils) rather than 35 mm
slides, for three reasons: most host countries seem able to provide an over-
head projector more readily than a slide projector; the slide cassette holders
and transport mechanisms in foreign slide projectors are often difficult to
manipulate and may not be compatible with your slides (carousel-type
projectors are rarely available); and transparencies give you greater freedom
to change the sequence or omit visuals while you are speaking.

Preparing Handout Information
Handout information can be a summary or abstract of your presentation, the
complete paper, a list of references, exercises and working notes, or even a
textbook (the latter are used more often when teaching a course). Be pre-
pared to take plenty of handouts, because your audience will be eager to take
them away to study in more depth. They will also be looking to see how
you have written and presented your information.

Preparing a paper for an international conference is similar to preparing a
paper for an STC conference: you submit an abstract initially and then send
the paper in advance to the conference site, to be printed in the Proceedings.
Most international conferences allow speakers to present their papers in
either English or the host country's language, and also to provide the written
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paper in either language. Although at first this seems to simplify prepara-
tion, there are some constraints.

Many foreign-language professionals read English better than they speak it.
Be careful, however, when using idioms and technical jargon. You can
readily write that a computer has x number of "megabytes of memory in
RAM," but you should avoid saying that working with the 4Tell software
"proved to be a pain in the neck.” Similarly, avoid using acronyms and
abbreviations (such as LAN, DEC, and WYSIWYG) unless you first clearly
define their meaning. Particularly avoid using the same word--such as
"appropriate”—~in two different contexts: you will confuse your readers if in
one place you write "...you first have to appropriate additional memory,"
and elsewhere write "...be sure to select the appropriate software."

As a courtesy to your audience, prepare an abstract, have it translated into
their language, and plan to distribute it before you make your presentation.
(In some instances the conference organizers may combine the abstracts into
a booklet, and distribute the bookiets to delegates at the start of the confer-
ence.) The abstract should be longer than we are accustomed to--about 1 to
1 1/2 pages—and is comparable to the executive summary that prefaces many
formal reports. :

Prepare a reference list of journals, books, videotapes, and other documents

pertaining to your topic and distribute it after your presentation (but check

first that the documents are available in the country where you will be speak-

ing). This will be particularly appreciated by audiences in eastern Europe,

who have been starved of new information for decades. For example, we .
discovered in Russia and Estonia that their textbooks on American and Brit-

ish business writing protocol were more than 30 years old!

If you can carry them, take some new books for specific hosts, plus back
issues of STC's Technical Communication and Intercom, the IEEE PCS's
Transactions, and the ABC's Journal of Business Communication for general
distribution. Alternatively, provide addresses for them to write to, to re-
quest copies. Yet bear in mind that addresses are useful only in countries
where there is a reliable mail service to and from North America.

Working With Your Translator

The person who translates your words as you speak is the most important
person in the room! A good translator can help you create a strong, warm
interface between yourself and your listeners. A poor or unprepared transla-
tor will do no more than parrot your words, with little enthusiasm or inter-
est. Because your translator will represent you to your audience, take the
time to develop an empathetic understanding between the two of you. Meet
the translator before your presentation--ideally the day before--and brief him
or her about your subject and your approach to presenting it.

Identifying the Translation Method
You first need to establish whether you will be using simultaneous or serial
translation. In simultaneous translation, the translator sits apart--usually in a
booth--and listens to your presentation through headphones. As you speak,
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he or she catches the sense of your words and almost immediately translates
them, speaking into a microphone so that the audience hears them through
headphones. In serial translation, the translator sits near you, facing the
audience. You speak in bite-size compartments of information, and then
pause while the translator repeats your words in his or her language.

Although simultaneous translation is faster and so seems preferable, in effect
it tends to "distance” you from your audience, who are concentrating on the
translator’s words coming through their earphones. In serial translation, the
audience listens first to you, and then to the translator, and so much more
readily sees your body language and hears the inflections and enthusiasm in
your voice. The proximity between you and translator also helps the transla-
tor feel more personally involved in your talk.

Both modes require that you adjust the pacing of your presentation. In
simultaneous translation you have to speak more slowly and inject more
short pauses to help the translator keep up with you. In serial translation
you may speak a little faster, but only in short bursts (if you give long
bursts, the translator will be unable to remember all your words and so will
transmit only a digest). And you should try not to point to a particular part
of a visual as you speak, because neither mode of translation is completely
synchronous and your translator cannot point to the visual as he or she

Briefing the Translator

You can expect to spend at least an hour with your translator. Describe
your talk and its purpose, outline your speaking plan, and provide a glossary
of any technical or unusual words you will be using. If you will be asking
questions, or inviting questions from the audience, describe how you will do
it so the translator can become an integral part of the questioning. If you
will be teaching a course, describe the exercises the audience will have to do
and how the translator can help you implement them.

In particular, show the translator all of your slides or transparencies,
describe what they are to convey, and outline how and when you will use
them. Ask whether the translator will be able to see the screen and, if not,
give him or her paper copies of all your visuals (these should be brought
with you, because it may not be possible to make copies at the site).

Finally, establish what will be a suitable speaking speed and, if you will be
using serial translation, an acceptable length for a typical "bite" of informa-
tion.

Making Your Presentation

Regardless of whether you are presenting a paper, attending a meeting, or
teaching a course, have a contingency plan. Often, the situation you encoun-
ter may differ from the situation you expect. You may face a different
audience, be presented with strange, awkward, or non-existent platform
equipment (or equipment that arrives late), or discover that the length of
your presentation will be much shorter than you expected. The key is to be
flexible, ready to adjust to the conditions.
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Ask if you can examine the platform equipment in advance. Check that the
projector is operational and has a spare bulb, that it will accept your slides,
and that the room can be darkened sufficiently. Yet, even with these precau-
tions, you may still be taken by surprise: in Kabli, Estonia, just as one of
our party stood up to speak, the sun broke through the overcast and streamed
through a skylight onto the screen, effectively preventing the speaker from
using his transparencies.

Be ready to adjust the pacing of your presentation to accommodate unex-
pected translation difficulties. Allow more time than normal for questions,
partly because they have to be "processed” through the translator, and partly
because you may have to answer more questions than you anticipated. In
Moscow we found that the audience tended to view us as "experts” on sub-
jects even only remotely connected with our presentations, and so used the
opportunity to gain knowledge on a much broader range of topics than we
had expected.

Your audience will particularly appreciate any attempt you make to speak to
them in their own language. Try learning something about the host coun-
try's language, sufficient to pronounce words correctly even if you cannot
carry out a conversation. Learn enough so you can read some of the words
aloud on your foreign-language visuals. Or, better still, open your presenta-
tion with two or three paragraphs delivered in their language. (Write out a
greeting and some opening words in English two months before leaving
home, have them translated, and then memorize them. Be coached by
someone who knows the language so that you will speak your opening words
with the correct pacing and inflections.) We felt nervous standing up to do —
this, but heard later from our hosts in both Russia and Germany that our
efforts had endeared us to our audiences.

Speaking at a Conference
Present your paper just as you would in a North American setting, but adjust
the speed of your delivery to suit both the translator and the audience.
Remember that some listeners who are reasonably competent in English will
prefer to hear what you are saying rather than listen to the translator's inter-
pretation. For them, speak a little more slowly and distinctly, and avoid
using complex or unusual words. And if you are using serial translation,
check that you are speaking to and looking at the audience, not at the
translator. ,

Expect a different level of audience response than you are accustomed to.
Some foreign audiences may seem silent and unresponsive, but this does not
mean they are not interested in what you have to say. In particular avoid
using humor, because different cultures see humor in different ways. If you
relate what you think is a humorous anecdote, you may puzzle your audi-
ence. They may not recognize you are using humor, and so consider your
remarks to be a rather strange part of your presentation.

When the audience asks questions, you will probably hear a much longer

question from the audience member than the translator gives you in English.

Unless the question is straightforward, describe your interpretation of the

question and ask (through the translator) if you have understood the question —
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correctly. This can prevent you from unknowingly providing an answer that
does not properly respond to the question. (A North American audience will
quickly tell you if you have missed the point, whereas many foreign audi-
ences will not.)

Presenting Information in a Business Setting
Know something about the business structure and culture prevalent in the
country you are visiting. When presenting information at a meeting, expect
formalities to be much more evident than in North America. In many for-
eign countries you will be addressed by title (Dr., Mr., Ms., erc), and you
would be considered impolite if you were to use your hosts' first names
rather than their titles. Similarly, in many countries a meeting is preceded
by coffee and soft drinks served while everyone sits around the meeting
table, during which only general conversation is evident (again, you would
be considered impolite if you were to leap into business conversation until
the formalities are over). Be prepared for lengthy introductory preliminaries
that may require you to adjust the length of your presentation.

Unless you have been assured that everyone will be able to speak English,
before you go to the meeting ask for a translator to be present. Also ask
your hosts to write down the names of the people you will meet, and then
practice pronouncing them correctly. Take an agenda with you but produce
it only if, after the meeting has started, you recognize that your hosts have
not prepared one. .

Understand the business situation prevalent in the host country, the effect it
has on the work environment, and the constraints it imposes on many factors
we take for granted. For example, when one of our party visited a Russian
company to enquire about the quality of documentation they received with
the electronic and electro-mechanical products the company was using, she
was surprised to learn that no documentation had been provided with any of
the products the company had purchased.

Teaching a Course
Many of the factors outlined earlier for presenting information at a confer-
ence or business meeting apply to teaching a course. In particular, be ready
to adjust course content and pacing to fit the time you have available after
the setting up and introductory preliminaries are over. Similarly, be ready
to make adjustments during your presentation, when you have met your
audience and have more clearly identified their needs and expectations
(recognize that your, your hosts’, and your course participants' expectations
may differ). Be sufficiently flexible so you can make these changes without
the audience being aware they are being made. We have yet to teach an
international course that has exactly fitted our expectations, or has offered
the length of teaching time we were led to expect.

Preparing models and exercises for courses poses special problems. You
have to create scenarios that are not only relevant but also credible from the
course participants' viewpoint. For courses taught in Russia we had to drop
many of our most useful exercises because the course participants simply
would not have related to them (one concerned a problem with a personal
avtomobile, and another a microwave oven, neither of which would be
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owned by the people we were to face). In the end we chose to write a 70-
page textbook complete with Russian-based scenarios, locations, equipment,
and people, and have it translated by the host organization. It became the
course workbook.

It's when teaching courses that dual-language transparencies prove particu-
larly valuable. We discovered that some participants' knowledge was suffi-
cient for them to read the English-language visuals (and they told us they
preferred to, because they were seeing exactly how we prepared information
"in the west"). Others, whose knowledge of English was minimal or non-
existent, had to read the home-language visuals and depend entirely on the
translator’s ability to convey our meaning accurately.

Be ready to ask questions more frequently than you would for an English-
speaking audience, so you can check periodically that the participants have
understood the concepts you are teaching. Similarly, encourage questions
from the audience, as a further check. If at first they seem unresponsive,
use exercises and questions to encourage them to become active participants.
With some cultures this may take longer than with others.

The translator becomes even more important during a course, because he or
she has to translate questions and answers in both directions. Try to give
your translator an occasional break, particularly when the participants are
working on exercises. We were lucky with all of our translators, but one in
particular--in Moscow--became almost too interested in the subject we were
teaching ("How to Write and Present Reports™). More than once, when the
course leader was presenting an especially interesting piece of information,
the translator would nod and murmur "Uh-huh" in agreement! Each time
the course leader had to turn to him and say: "Sasha: 7ell them!" They
would both laugh, and so would the audience, which helped loosen up
personal interaction between instructor and audience.

Wherever we have spoken, either at a conference, business meeting, or
when presenting a course, we have been overwhelmed by the eageress to
learn, the willingness to help (particularly with platform equipment our hosts
felt did not meet our expectations), and the warmth and friendliness with
which we were greeted. Often, our presentations went on much longer than
we had anticipated because of the participants' interest in what we had to say
and in ourselves as visitors. Similarly, after the presentations were over, we
were regularly approached by individual participants, who wanted to "mest,
greet, and chat.”

Will we go again? Yes! Readily and willingly. We have made many
friends--not just acquired associates—everywhere we have been, and we very
much want to return, to meet them again.

s
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