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A machine learning algorithm for sorting online comments via 
topic modeling

ABSTRACT
This article uses a machine learning algorithm to demonstrate 
a proof-of-concept case for moderating and managing online 
comments as a form of content moderation, which is an emerging 
area of interest for technical and professional communication (TPC) 
researchers. The algorithm sorts comments by topical similarity 
to a reference comment/article rather than display comments by 
linear time and popularity. This approach has the practical benefit 
of enabling TPC researchers to reconceptualize content display 
systems in dynamic ways.
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INTRODUCTION
Ubiquitous technologies and scalable platforms have led to massive 
increases in content production. Daily, users send over 500 million 
tweets (Sayce, 2020) and upload 720,000 hours of YouTube video 
(Mohsin, 2021). In corporate platforms, user-generated content 
(UGC) can be produced far faster than it can be consumed or 
moderated (e.g., Amazon reviews, YouTube comments, Facebook 
posts, TikTok videos, and reddit threads). On a smaller scale, any 
website with a commenting functionality may suddenly incur large 
amounts of UGC. Moderating UGC in ways that benefit both back-
end managers and users is thus an increasingly important issue and 
problem for technical and professional communication (TPC). 

The most common solution to moderation at-scale has been 
to order and display UGC automatically through some sort of 
algorithm-driven model. While many algorithms are opaque due 
to proprietary or technical reasons (Burrell, 2016), we know that 
much UGC, such as online comments or reviews, is displayed 
by time, popularity, or some combination that uses both. For 
example, comments on YouTube videos are often sorted by either 
(a) displaying the most recent comment first or (b) by displaying 
the most popular (“liked”) comment first. Likewise, Amazon.
com reviews are sorted by achieving high scores of “helpfulness” 
votes, although even active writers of Amazon reviews are unsure 
of how these scores precisely function due to proprietary reasons 
(Gallagher, 2020). Displaying comments by time or popularity 
has been critiqued by media studies scholars for spreading 
disinformation and misinformation (Powers, 2017) and creating 
polarization (Shmargad & Klar, 2020). For example, Powers 
(2017) argues that users rush to comment on content first because 
that comment would likely be displayed first and/or at the top of all 
other comments, thereby making the comment extremely visible. 
More recently, Shmargad & Klar (2020) argue that algorithms 
use the “like” function, present in many digital networks, to order 
UGC; in their case, the UGC were comments made on political 
news stories. They found that comments automatically displayed 
via “like” functionalities polarizes users through reinforcement and 
disengagement (Shmargad & Klar, 2020, p. 424). Users’ preexisting 
beliefs were reinforced by showing them comments that other users 
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in their networks “liked” or were disengaged because they did not 
see content outside their networks as few in their networks “liked” 
that content (Shmargad & Klar, 2020). Algorithmic alternatives to 
sorting UGC by time and popularity are thus necessary.

Using previous scholarship on technical documentation and content 
management in TPC, this article presents a preliminary topic 
modeling (Blei et al., 2003) approach for automatically finding 
relationships between online comments. Comments will function 
as our form of UGC for the remainder of this article. Using topic 
modeling, our model can group together comments that are similar 
in their content—not by time or popularity. While this model is 
only an initial entry into automatically sorting UGC, we believe 
it has practical potential benefits for both moderators and users. 
Moderators could use this approach to sort comments in ways that 
prioritize emerging real-time threads or find comments related 
to their editorial choices. Alternatively, if website programmers 
enabled users to sort comments related to ones users’ favor, then 
users could sort comments in ways that were more useful to their 
preferences.

MODERATING USER-GENERATED 
CONTENT: EXIGENCIES & LITERATURE 
REVIEW
The need for moderating content on the social web has long been 
a concern for technical communicators (Gentle, 2012). Wikis, 
reddit, and other spaces driven by UGC must also have their 
documentation monitored (Gentle, 2012, p. 92–129). Monitoring 
threads and “conversations” (Gallagher, 2020; Gallagher, 
2018; Gentle, 2012, p. 68) presents opportunities for technical 
communicators to take on the role of community managers (Frith, 
2017). Extending Frith (2017), Cagle & Herndl (2019) advocate for 
managing online communities—specifically climate change forums 
on reddit—by gamifying forum engagement, nesting comments, 
and identifying the forum’s ideal form of deliberation (pp. 35–36). 
Likewise, Pflugfelder (2017) identifies many exigencies that user 
questions may provide for technical communicators as managers 
and moderators. He examines “Explain Like I’m Five,” which is a 
forum “…where plain writing and technical descriptions flourish, 
albeit outside of a professional setting” (p. 26).

While Cagle & Herndl (2019), Frith (2017), Gallagher (2018; 
2020), and Pflugfelder (2017) focus on the more qualitative aspects 
of managing and moderating content for online communities, this 
article addresses the more quantitative and automated aspects of that 
managing and moderation. Specifically, we extend other machine 
learning attempts in TPC (Larson et al., 2016; Omizo and Hart-
Davidson, 2016; Omizo et al., 2016) but with a focus on comment 
moderation for discussion forums. Using Amazon reviews publicly 
available from Stanford, researchers designed a prototype called 
“Use What You Choose” (Larson et al., 2016). This model used a 
support vector machine (SVM) that was guided by human coders 
to identify automatically rhetorical moves for instructional reviews 
(Larson et al., 2016, p. 6). Likewise, other researchers (Omizo 
et al., 2016) designed an application called the “Faciloscope” to 
help guide comment moderators for facilitating civil discussion by 
labeling comments as staging, evoking, and inviting. They used a 
set of human-labeled comments to train the Faciloscope.

While these approaches use human raters to train their machine 
learning models, our model more fully automates the identification 
process of comments by using latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA). 

Our model could be used to explicitly organize comments rather 
than identify rhetorical moves within the comments, which has 
been the main goal of previous machine learning approaches in TPC 
(Larson et al., 2016; Omizo and Hart-Davidson, 2016; Omizo et al., 
2016). While the purpose of this algorithm is a proof of concept 
and preliminary, the algorithm sorts comments by topical similarity 
to a reference comment/article rather than display comments by 
linear time (comments made first are displayed first) and popularity 
(metrics such as “likes”). This approach has the practical benefit 
of enabling TPC researchers to reconceptualize content display 
systems in dynamic ways while attempting to inculcate a sense of 
trust in users by keeping the mechanism of automation transparent. 
This approach prompts TPC researchers to develop creative and 
innovative uses of algorithms.

METHOD AND PROCEDURES
Data collection of comments
The algorithm uses a large corpus of comments from the New 
York Times (https://github.com/JunzheJosephZhu/NYT-paper). 
In September 2015, the last author extracted comments from the 
NYT using its API function (https://developer.nytimes.com/apis) 
after requesting a developer key. All comments from May 1, 2015–
August 31, 2015 were scraped; this means that a few comments 
were on articles from April 2015. This collection process resulted 
in 445,441 total comments (approximately 56% were initial 
comments and 44% were replies). We choose the NYT as a venue 
due to the newspaper’s reputation as a “paper of record.”

Topic modeling
After collecting the data, we ran topic modeling on the dataset 
using Gensim (https://github.com/rare-technologies/gensim/). We 
used latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) to extract the topics (Blei 
et al., 2003), assigning fifty numbers to each comment, where each 
number represents the “weight” taken by a latent topic (which were 
then hand-labeled later in the study). Griffiths et al. (2007) write, 
“Representing words using topics has an intuitive correspondence 
to feature-based models of similarity. Words that receive high 
probability under the same topics will tend to be highly predictive 
of one another, just as stimuli that share many features will be 
highly similar” (p. 212). The LDA model is a technique used to find 
prevalent topics in a corpus of texts. The model assumes when each 
word from an analyzed comment is generated, a topic is chosen 
randomly according to a “topic weight” vector, and the word is 
selected from the chosen topic’s distribution. Each comment has 
its own “topic weight” vector; each index indicates the probability 
that the corresponding topic is chosen when a word is generated. 
A topic, in turn, represents a distribution of words, indicating the 
probability that each word in the dictionary will be selected when 
the topic is chosen. The model is fitted to our corpus by iteratively 
updating the distribution of words associated with each topic based 
on the “topic weight” vectors for all comments in the corpus, 
then updating these “topic weight” vectors based on the newly 
inferred distribution. We manually labeled the theme of each topic 
(Appendix A) by looking at the words that are most likely to be 
selected given the topic.

In our experiment, we fit an LDA model with 50 topics. Therefore, 
for each comment in our corpus, we generate a 50-dimensional 
“topic weight” vector, consisting of 50 numbers that add up to one, 
indicating the probability that a word from the given document is 
sampled from each of the 50 topic distributions, while removing 
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other information, including length, sentiment, etc. In other words, 
each of the 50 vector entries represents the “topic weight”, or 
salience, of a particular topic in relation to the comment. Figure 
1 illustrates the topic composition of a random comment from 
our corpus. While a select few topics exhibit obvious saliency to 
a variable degree, most topic weights fall near a certain threshold 
indicating non-salient noise, which comes from the comment’s non-
significant association with unrelated topics. The most significant 
topic has a notably higher weight than all other topics.

We then grouped the comments by their most significant topic, 
which we retrieved by taking the maximum index for every “topic 
weight” vector. The number of comments under each group is 
shown in Figure 2.

RESULTS: SORTING COMMENTS USING 
TOPICS
A practical application of this LDA algorithm is sorting comments 
using our topic modeling technique. Because each sentence 
can be represented with a 50-dimensional topic vector, we can 
find comments that are most relevant to the article itself/another 
comment (in the case of threads) by finding comments which have 
the smallest angular distance (computed using cosine similarity).

For a piece of reference text (article/comments at the top of a thread), 
we wish to sort a pool of comments replying to the reference text. 
Our algorithm first computes the LDA “topic weight” vector for the 
reference article/comment, and labels it reference vector (ref). Then 
the algorithm computes an LDA “topic weight” vector for each 
comment we wish to sort, which we label target vectors (target). 
For each target vector, we compute its cosine similarity with the 
reference vector, and label it the similarity score for the comment 
to be sorted. Formally,

where ref and target represent the text of the reference/sorted 
comment, respectively. Then the algorithm sorts the target 
comments by their similarity scores in decreasing order (Figure 3).

Using this algorithm, content managers (Gorwa et al., 2020) and 
website designers can transparently gauge how relevant a comment 
reply is to a comment or even an article. Below are some examples 
of randomly selected comments, and their most similar comments 
gauged by topic similarity out of the entire dataset (Tables 1–4). All 
comments are verbatim except for the HTML tags that are the result 
of web-scraping. The tag <br/> is a tag for a line break.

The reference article talks about the labor conditions for white-
collar workers in Amazon. It is a 6000-word article that covers 
diverse aspects of working at Amazon, including the pressurizing 
work environment, the data-driven philosophy, the requirement for 
dedication, and infighting among employees. As can be seen from 
the table, the top sorted comments address the topic of erratic work 
hours, valuable career skillsets, employee benefits, and corporate 
hiring strategies. The diverse topics of exhibited comments 
correspond to the diverse topics of the article itself.

Figure 1: Topic vector for a random comment. “Legal Discus-
sions” and “Conversation Priming” were the largest vectors. 

Figure 2: Topic vector for a random comment. “Foreign 
Policy” and “Police and Criminal Justice” were the largest 
vectors. 

Figure 3: Flowchart of system that scores topics
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Comment Cosine Similarity

Do you work 40 hours a week? Do you know when you’ll be working? Are you well compensated for being on 
call or do you work for free when you tele-commute? Are you sent home without pay if it’s slow or required 
to clock out but remain on the job site just in case there’s an influx of customers? This article isn’t about high 
tech industry or white-collar workers being on call. Everyone knows that there are certain industries that 
require this. It is about places like Wal-Mart, McDonalds, Home Depot, and other lower wage employers who 
schedule work hours so erratically that you don’t know when you’ll be working or even IF you’ll be working 
any given week.<br/>Sorry, this article isn’t about you!

0.956673029325405

Being an engineer is fine, but engineering or STEM fields relegate you to worker-bee status with some perks. 
I left my second job in engineering around 3 years ago at 26 and went into consulting with app/big data/good 
business skills and it has landed me a lot of fortune 20 gigs presenting my work to c-level/vp level at these 
companies. I had the same situation: I told my current employer, pay me 55% more or I’m leaving. The best 
they could do is 15%. I walked out the next day.<br/><br/>And this is the job market for those with in-demand 
skills, just ask your price. Can you blame people in this position for abusing it? The thing is, most people in 
this position have honed their skills and put a lot of weekends of work in to get to the point which they are so 
much better than everyone else. I work 15–17 hour days, and while one might be off enjoying a Sunday soccer 
game with the kids, I’m most likely working.<br/><br/>The idea here is, go get yourself some skills which 
allow you to have an extreme amount of power over employers.

0.95639873031407

I have a high tech job at a leading high tech F500 firm. Like most of our peer companies, our job performance 
is reviewed by our quality of work, not necessarily quantity. I rarely work nights/weekends unless I’m meeting 
with colleagues in opposite time zones to find a compromise. My stress level is very low, and my morale and 
motivation are excellent. I’ve had more time to spend with my family and personal life than any other time 
in my 15 year career because I’ve learned to manage myself and my manager.<br/>With all the talent and 
skillsets the fresh-out-of-college workforce can bring to a company, it’s soft skills and personal skills (time 
management?) where they are severely lacking. My counterpart, who was hired one year before me, worked 
nights/weekends and was a constant suck-up to mgmt and a real go-getter whose plate was far fuller than mine 
was. This person was let go last year and those responsibilities were given to me. I haven’t had to work a single 
after hour to wrap up those projects. A tip to the inexperienced: trust your team and respect everybody, don’t 
be the smartest person in the room, delegate but share in success/failures, have your projects and deliverables 
under control and your boss will notice. Let your work speak for you.

0.955191178566295

I find it rather disingenuous that Bezos is not aware of this culture at his company. My gut tells me that he 
knows exactly what is going on, but that he just doesn’t see that there is anything wrong with it. And those 
that are complaining are just whiners. Since more and more companies are going in this direction and many 
are expected to work at least 50 hours a week, I think its time for the Department of Labor to step in and 
provide some protection the way that non-exempt employees have. Too many companies are trying to skirt 
the law by making people “managers” or “contractors” so they can work them without having to provide 
compensation. And they need to take into account the technology tether that most employers now just expect. 
Already the wealth gap is exploding in favor of the 1% despite increases in productivity. But that isn’t enough 
apparently.<br/><br/>We need the DOL to come in and require employers to pay ALL employees and contract 
workers for the hours they work AND are required to be onsite, including time and a half and double time. 
These companies may become a better place to work if they have to think twice about demanding that extra 
report or that whatever at 4:00 pm on a Friday.

0.954151121942419

“1. In today’s tech climate, some companies don’t wish to pay their employees 150K or 120K for skills that can 
be outsourced for cost of 85-90K. Edison and Disney have outsourced some of their IT work, and quality of 
this outsourced work may or may not suffer.”<br/><br/>Next time you go to your bank and the ATM crashes 
or your supermarket and the checkout aisle is down because of a computer glitch you remember you said these 
words. <br/><br/>The point is, as many of us can tell you, the quality is not there. And it’s getting worse every 
day. For an example, we did an assessment for a large printer company that had hundreds of Indian contractors 
from Wipro. The company software had an invoice engine that took 24 hours to deliver an invoice. Imagine 
that. 24 hours to deliver a single one-page invoice. This had been developed by the folks from Wipro and by 
anecdotal accounts had worked like this for 2 years. We went in, and in 6 weeks of work (2 people) redid the 
software, added a few custom enhancements and the thing not only delivered an invoice in a few seconds, 
it had added functionality. We bid on another project and this large printer company decided to use Wipro. 
<br/><br/>Does this make sense to you? If it does, you’re a candidate for corporate management.

0.953911281263714

Table 1: Five most relevant comments on the article, “Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising Workplace” from The New 
York Times corpus using the described mode
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Example Comment 1:
“The only way tax cuts are supportable, is if all of the business 
owners doing business with the government cut their prices, and 
their profits. Government contractors can’t have their “growth”, 
and their tax cuts too.” (randomly selected)

Table 2: Comments most similar to Example Comment 1, a 
comment mostly about tax

Comments with similar topics Similarity 
to original 
comment

You clearly have no clue. The amounts you 
are talking about were never earned in the 
US and no other industrial nation taxes such 
earnings. Any corporate manager who would 
earn money overseas and then bring it back 
to the US to be taxed should be fired, not 
praised.   There is no “loss” to the Treasury 
except to those who believe everything 
belongs to the Government except which it 
deigns to allow you to keep.

0.96

The key is really in there, hidden in the 
verbiage.<br/><br/>We should treat capital 
gains as income identical to wages. Then 
capital losses would count as a loss of 
income and be fully deductible on income 
taxes.

0.96

You fund private sector lifestyles with your 
spending choices just as much as you fund 
public sector employee wages with your 
taxes. And why do you care what people do 
with their wages, anyway?

0.96

This only helps if the employer would be 
required to pay the fee into a fund that would 
be entirely redistributed to any displaced 
workers.  Having them pay the $50K to 
the Federal Government doesn’t do those 
workers any good.

0.95

This example reference comment addresses the topic of tax policy. 
The top sorted comments are similarly mostly people debating 
about tax policies. The topics of sorted comments match closely 
with the topics of the reference comment, such earnings and 
government tax policy.

Example Comment 2:
“I would have thought that stationing forces, even unarmed or 
lightly armed forces without organic transport so they wold be fixed 
in place and could not retreat, would have been the best tripwire to 
show U.S. commitment. But U.S. commitment without the support 
of allies may be too dangerous both to our forces and to politicians 
at home. Equipment can and has been abandoned and is not a very 
credible statement. Of course, if we want to create the belief that we 
are willing to risk military conflict after we have been shown to be 
unwilling and unable to impose credible economic sanctions, then 
we may be need to go back to something like the MAD doctrine 
that required leaving something to chance to be credible (we need 
to make adversaries believe we don’t know what we are doing).” 
(randomly selected)

Comments with similar topics Similarity 
to original 
comment

Sorry Mr. McCoy, the Saudis are not “our 
partners in peace” either. Neither are the 
right-wing Israelis. Neither are our own 
neocons.<br/><br/>We don’t have any real 
“partners for peace” in the region right now. 
We’ve got to work with that we have, and 
that includes Iran as much as Netanyahu.

0.94

Israel has never used the US military or 
anyone else as a proxy. The issue is and 
always has been that those who have 
declared war on Israel and continue to 
openly threaten Israel are supported by the 
US, China, Russia and others. Therefore 
we, the US, play both sides of the fence. We 
support and arm Israel's enemies and arm 
Israel too. It is a total win for the US military 
industry. 

0.94

Very, very well said p.kay. I agree with you 
completely. I believe that if this treaty is 
rejected Iran will rush to complete a nuclear 
weapon. I spent 1969 in Vietnam fighting in 
a senseless war that in 1968 Sec. of Defense 
McNamara declared as unwinnable. We 
must give this treaty a chance, we can always 
launch an attack. We may only have this one 
chance to avoid a cataclysmic conflict in the 
Middle East. 

0.93

Israel, the only nation in the world unable 
to defend itself with force greater than that 
of those pledged to its destruction lobbing 
missiles at it’s cities.<br/>It’s the definition 
of antisemitism.

0.93

The reference comment addresses firstly foreign policy and 
secondly military conflicts. The sorted top comments address 
international relation issues and military issues to an observable 
extent. Therefore, the sorted comments are matched with the 
reference comment.

Example Comment 3:
“I don’t see why this is relevant. Is your point that since an 
ultrasound may be used to gather information for the doctor 
doing the abortion, that an extra ultrasound prescribed by the 
state legislature for propaganda purposes is not a problem? Do 
you think that if a mandated ultrasound is done that the woman’s 
physician could simply use that one rather than arranging her own 
to pinpoint info she needs for the procedure?” (randomly selected)

Table 3: Comments most similar to Example Comment 2, a 
comment mostly about US foreign policy
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Table 4: Comments most similar to Example Comment 3, a 
comment mostly about abortion rights

Comments with similar topics Similarity 
to original 
comment

Let's not forget that some of these pro-life 
folks were not above killing doctors and 
clinic workers.  The campaign continues to 
harass and intimidate private providers of 
abortion services, by mailings, by websites, 
by sidewalk picketing.  Many private 
doctors choose to work part time at Planned 
Parenthood, which can provide them the 
protection they need to take care of women. 

0.93

When I was a kid and Roe v Wade happened, 
I asked my mom about it.  She explained that 
rich and middle-class women could always 
get a (safe) abortion because they could 
afford it...meanwhile it was the poor women 
who suffered from back-alley butchers. 
Texas doesn't care about women's health. 
If it did it would streamline access for 
women's reproductive health (and prenatal 
care) across the board. Texas should just 
secede and does us all a favor.

0.92

By ‘interrupt’ you mean end (a pregnancy). 
Also, you’re not the arbiter of how ‘life 
changing’ the decision to end a pregnancy 
is.  For the vast majority of women who 
undergo the procedure at the hands of 
a competent medical practitioner, it is a 
tremendous relief.

0.91

If Planned Parenthood clinics are going to be 
eliminated, it is time for judges to rule that 
hospitals must perform them. It is a legal 
service and women are being denied health 
care and discriminated against. All those 
legislators who insist that abortion clinics 
must meet ambulatory surgical standards 
should be the first ones to co-sponsor the 
Hospital Abortion Availability bill.

0.91

The reference comment addresses the topic of abortions. The sorted 
comments also address the issue of abortions and pregnancy, in 
addition to mentioning Planned Parenthood. The chosen comments 
all seem to be pro-choice, while the reference comment does not 
have an obvious inclination. The algorithm sorts these comments 
together, which moderators and/or users could choose to group 
together.

DISCUSSION
As illustrated by the above examples, our technique is effective 
for finding relevance between comments. As a proof-of-concept, 
it therefore may be useful to moderators for automatically gauging 
the relevancy of replies in a thread, or the relevancy of a comment to 
an article. Additionally, using this technique, irrelevant comments/
replies can be automatically hidden. Such a technique could also 

be an option for comment moderators to supply to users. Web 
developers could label this display according to platform needs.

There are three applications related to moderation for the algorithm 
we have proposed. First, the moderators could use this algorithm to 
find comments irrelevant to the subjects. This algorithm could thus 
assist moderators when they monitor comments threads. Second, 
the discussed algorithm presents an opportunity for users to read 
comments addressing a certain subject in an efficient fashion, 
thereby allowing users to self-moderate comments. Suppose a user 
is interested in a certain aspect of an article: with the proposed 
scheme, they would be able to select an arbitrary reference comment 
in which they are interested and then sort all other comments in 
terms of their relevancy to the reference comment (moderators 
could make this function available). The user would be able to read 
through all the comments most related to their interested aspect 
and output constructive discussion by replying to those comments. 
This interface could thus facilitate discussion on the aspect and 
provide positive feedback for user behavior. Third, when using 
the article itself as reference text, this scheme encourages users 
to keep the discussion closely related to the subject of the article 
itself and prevents diversion from the article content. By allowing 
users to selectively look at comments most related to the subject 
of the article, the algorithm may reduce distraction from irrelevant 
discussions. Moderation becomes essentially built into the scheme.

Researchers need not use the exact LDA algorithm we present in 
this article. Rather, using transparent automated techniques holds 
potential for unlocking diverse approaches to displaying online 
comments and their democratic potential. These approaches could 
help reorient participatory audiences that have become accustomed 
to opaque displays of proprietary algorithmic timelines and interface 
displays. Future researchers could use transparent algorithms 
to display comments and conduct qualitative studies about user 
experiences of these reading displays. To do so, other researchers 
might design websites that employ various algorithmic displays of 
comments. Researchers could then document user experiences via 
survey, interviews, and screen-recordings.

LIMITATIONS
Limitations of the data
The comments in our dataset lack threading and the model thus 
treats initial comments and replies as the same. Future researchers 
could develop a more integrative model that accounts for the 
interaction between initial comments and replies. For example, if 
threads are in the dataset, researchers can apply clustering on topic-
specific sentiment analysis (Bhatia & P, 2018) to group comments 
into two sides of a debate. Generative adversarial networks (GANs) 
could also be developed with this approach.

Limitations of machine learning and machine reading
The topic analysis in this article is relatively simple due to our use of 
LDA modeling; we are simply using a bag-of-words representation. 
A topic modeling algorithm based on machine learning algorithms 
that takes orders of word sequences into account could be a more 
effective technique for topic modelling than our current model. 
Additionally, LDA gives each word a nonzero weight regarding 
each topic, as long as they appear in the corpus dictionary, no matter 
how trivial. This results in the ‘noise’ in the topic composition. A 
model that uses attention techniques (Vaswani et al., 2017) could 
produce less noise, thereby perhaps achieving more precise results.
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Limitations with implementation
Our implementation of similarity metrics is relatively simplistic, 
using cosine distance as a similarity metric. A more accurate 
way could be treating the LDA vectors as embeddings, thus 
concatenating them and using a Siamese-network (Chopra et al., 
2005) style classifier to measure their similarity. Despite these 
limitations, the algorithm we offer is transparent, as well as non-
corporate and non-black boxed. It therefore has the potential to 
reorganize and redisplay comments in a manner different than 
linear temporality, popularity, or proprietary algorithm.

CONCLUSION: USING MACHINE 
LEARNING IN TPC RESEARCH
By developing algorithms for displaying comments in innovative 
ways, this study adds to research about content moderation, 
specifically comment moderation. Notably, our results show 
that comments can be coherently grouped together using topic 
modeling. Rather than rely on traditional methods of displaying 
comments, i.e., temporality or popularity, comments can be 
grouped through topic and cosine value. Displaying comments with 
this approach may help websites unlock the democratic potential of 
online comments.

More broadly, turning to transparent algorithms may help comment 
moderators to build automated systems in ways that create 
unexpected engagement by placing comments that are topically 
related but not necessarily temporally or popularly related. From 
this perspective, no human could arrange comments in this way—
this approach is distinctly machinic. This model could be used 
to prevent users from manipulating comment organization, such 
as those who try to “gamify” comment displays or influence the 
perception of news by being the first users to make a comment. 
Such an approach to commenting could assist comment moderators 
with preventing misinformation or disinformation while keeping 
the moderating process transparent and open to the public. 
Transparent understandings of how and why automated systems 
organize information, in this case online comments, may yield 
inventive but productive opportunities for researchers of design 
and online interfaces. 
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Topics (human-labeled) Most Relevant Words

foreign policy deal Iran Israel Russia agreement nuclear world war bomb Russian support country Jewish sanction 
Putin peace Iranian nation Israeli Cuba international Jew Ukraine west negotiate Palestinian attack leader 
power Japan

argumentation on opinions question point answer fact wrong agree argument reason case base correct simply make suggest view 
assume completely clear argue simple statement disagree response opinion reasonable logic position side 
present give

gun control gun people control kill fear act violence shoot stop hand carry fire murder death threat weapon dangerous 
happen attack NRA responsible public tragedy blame mass victim safety protect afraid safe

women’s rights choice life abortion choose woman support sex make marriage decision gay force pro baby issue decide 
reason marry person give anti matter couple relationship personal legal birth_control birth planned_
parenthood provide

validity and truth claims fact lie claim truth true reality ignore real simply admit shame matter wrong prove public trust false face 
statement honest attempt hold call refuse excuse pretend hide accept action doubt

religion religious religion freedom Christian church God belief society moral world culture faith practice Muslim 
evil pope modern Catholic respect base group accept true principle philosophy Islam sin follow concept 
form

higher education school student college education high teacher public learn teach university class test degree year program 
kid graduate professor career math skill attend educate work major academic board job private grade

tax policy pay tax government income benefit public fund cost cut program service federal raise money taxpayer 
social_security provide private low receive budget retirement revenue dollar earn spending fee welfare 
spend support

public health issues drug exercise risk body healthy brain food weight disease pain eat effect study drink diet fat research 
vaccine calorie smoke problem sugar depression heart cancer normal cure alcohol condition physical

gender and transgender 
conversations

woman man male female young wear girl gender feel boy hair body sex dress sexual age face find ms 
fashion smile shoe clothe suit rape lady jenner transgender desire difference

population and inflation high number increase rate low population large level average small result growth reduce compare percent 
rise standard due raise measure total percentage decline drop effect fall include factor inflation grow

2016 primary elections 
(candidate emphasis)

Trump candidate republican debate run GOP Hillary campaign Sander Bernie_Sander Donald_Trump 
win bernie presidential medium clinton fox primary supporter Biden appeal party chance nomination 
Hillary_Clinton politic speak establishment poll election

judgments good make bad thing idea sense point great mistake hard give easy reason difference hope chance decision 
lot agree luck perfect pretty put happen sound part difficult mind place impossible

global economic policy market China price economy business trade free economic Chinese profit sell buy corporation product 
industry interest corporate world stock big consumer create demand government investment feed financial 
global capital capitalism

journalism read article time comment write story book nyt piece author reader report mention writer column paper 
New_York interesting news publish find post reading ms opinion newspaper reporter editorial journalist 
cover

APPENDIX A: FIFTY MANUALLY LABELED TOPICS AND THEIR MOST RELEVANT 
WORDS
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positive artwork/music love great hope feel life heart experience share bring find music hear wonderful enjoy mind listen eye 
moment art beautiful happy friend memory amazing learn sound remember song deep dream

healthcare care health cost insurance patient medical doctor plan system provide treatment healthcare hospital aca 
cover Obamacare medicare service coverage physician good company therapist practice affordable treat 
premium therapy pay sick

familial discussions child family parent kid friend life young age live mother father home adult grow son bear daughter wife 
husband generation raise single brother mom love sister die feel dad learn

class and economics problem poor system rich solution people economic society social create policy class real middle_class 
poverty work blame solve wealth fix lack opportunity wealthy fail address continue inequality result elite 
part

police and criminal justice police crime criminal case officer cop prison justice charge victim commit murder jail arrest judge abuse 
system stop sentence innocent violent shoot guilty behavior trial situation kill person evidence suspect

environmental issues water land grow energy oil California clean produce resource environment power plant air source waste 
build farm farmer wind industry large big gas coal environmental area supply fuel natural sea

cooking and gastronomy make food add eat good serve recipe easy restaurant cook bit great taste table tip cut fresh nice chicken 
meat store meal minute half dinner wine delicious hot egg top

2016 primary elections 
(party emphasis)

republican vote party democrat election voter democratic support political politician congress democracy 
GOP majority voting house interest elect win policy represent senate member representative senator issue 
politic poll base favor

legal discussions law state rule court case legal constitution government decision act require Texas citizen pass federal 
justice lawyer protect judge congress apply robert decide intent process constitutional establish set 
enforce order

climate change science study climate_change climate scientist datum change research show evidence base model rise 
earth scientific warm theory global temperature find record planet result effect expert paper trend year 
decade analysis

Greece bailout (article) Greece Greek debt bank Germany Europe German economy country government loan European euro 
economic crisis financial money austerity pay krugman currency reform borrow banker default creditor 
leave union eurozone demand

television culture show watch tv movie character funny video film picture miss story photo real laugh audience interview 
interesting scene joke episode season series review line star actor television news king reality

transportation drive car line run travel walk road back stop mile train time foot front put horse fly driver park trip open 
check wait seat close ride hit jump place airline

2016 primary elections 
(republican nominee 
emphasis)

president Obama Bush run bill office state elect administration policy governor Clinton walker Reagan 
mr great fail jeb house remember presidency legacy promise Wisconsin christie Rubio Florida leader 
senator leadership

race in America black white race American group people community African racism racist culture matter racial color 
identify person minority privilege america blow identity discrimination cultural society difference 
Hispanic individual skin Asian hate

cybersecurity information security internet technology service phone secret email computer government datum personal 
find call ad access send public account record check apple provide online search site privacy private 
agency include

spending money (likely in 
reference to politics)

money make give big spend buy dollar time million put save lose sell worth back hand lot billion huge 
thousand amount waste hundred run politician real cash good small manage

military conflict (middle east 
emphasis)

war fight Iraq ISIS military force attack group enemy support middle_east terrorist world send government 
army destroy serve country Syria Turkey soldier Vietnam troop end conflict Muslim battle threat defeat
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military conflict (middle east 
emphasis)

war fight Iraq ISIS military force attack group enemy support middle_east terrorist world send government 
army destroy serve country Syria Turkey soldier Vietnam troop end conflict Muslim battle threat defeat

work hours day work time week hour hard leave back sit night wait put summer long stay office month room find end 
start sleep set full late break spend early turn walk

conversation priming word speak hear comment find language refer mind guess sound describe call post mention puzzle explain 
fill clue point bit fit term note thought letter today kind phrase understand agree

Nikki Haley, South Carolina 
governor, calls for removal 
of confederate battle flag 
(article)

state history flag south slavery war civil today southern confederate_flag slave symbol fight represent fly 
remove American honor stand part nation hate display union north United_State red great racist proud

soccer discussion play game team sport player great world good win fan football field big soccer match ball hit head final 
athlete watch top Fifa goal club run beat cup time professional

Jon Stewart, patron saint of 
liberal smugness (article)

conservative liberal medium political leave side wing view call anti hate social politic mr progressive 
brook idea extreme point ideology agenda left stewart center politician radical propaganda public daily 
voice

In Zimbabwe we don’t cry 
for lions (article)

human life live world die death kill animal dog suffer nature lion end save survive people humanity planet 
hunt destroy specie loss dead cat understand alive protect natural human being cecil

inside amazon: wrestling big 
ideas in a bruising workplace 
(article)

job work worker company pay business employee wage union amazon hire labor corporate employer 
CEO Disney corporation management replace benefit salary tech customer profit low skill visa minimum 
wage executive employ

global immigration American country America world nation citizen USA immigrant Europe United_States illegal immigration 
border Mexico foreign European India Canada national bear refugee Africa Mexican rest Fench bring 
France million Indian native

New York housing 
discussion

live city place move home area house build New_York local neighborhood building housing NYC town 
street community visit rent small resident neighbor mayor property project nice leave apartment large 
afford



Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for 
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are 
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies 
bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. 
Communication Design Quarterly. ACM SIGDOC, New York, USA.

Copyright 2021 by the author(s).

Rhetorical Hedonism and Gray Genres

ABSTRACT
As technical genres continue to grow and morph in promising new 
directions, we attempt an analysis of what are typically viewed as 
mundane genres. We use the term gray genres, which we find useful 
for interrogating texts that tend to fall in categories that tend toward 
a blandness that is invariably difficult to quantify. We use hedonism, 
along with a historical accounting for this value from its classical 
rhetorical lineage and run it up to contemporary applications. We 
posit that playful stylistic choices—while typically discouraged 
in more technical spaces—actually improves the rhetorical canon 
of delivery for informative documents. We close with case studies 
that offer close readings of a few attempts at employing hedonistic 
tactics within typical gray genres.
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“Who today would call himself a hedonist with a straight 
face?”

—Roland Barthes (1975, p. 64)

A REINTRODUCTION TO HEDONISM
Rhetors can’t always have fun, perhaps. Especially when we write, 
we face the pull of more immediate gratifications—like those 
afforded by alcohol or sex—whatever gets the dopamine flowing. 
Yet, utilitarian ends must often be met, and then fun must be set 
aside for some other purpose. Still, we assert here that certain 
genres of writing and rhetoric—forms that we will call gray 
genres—seem to have fallen into a trap that consistently forego fun, 
or play, in favor of other dogmatic values like clarity and precision. 
We say seem because much technical writing has not always been 
this way, despite a bad stereotyped reputation for tedium. Still, 
the stakes are high with fun. So, we want to talk about fun, or the 
lack thereof, in certain forms of rhetorical work, such as technical 
and professional writing in the main, but other forms as well. Our 
critical intervention is fairly simple. Fun remains radical.

Meanwhile, much scholarship perpetuates the view that technical 
writers ought to sound technical, which tends to mean something 
like dry and unvarnished, a “transmission view of communication” 
(Slack et al., 1993, p. 14). This prescriptive preference for a 
certain style often translates into a type of language that aims 
for some objectively approved and idealized standard form—a 
generally stodgy one at that. Still, we continue emphasizing certain 
conventions and what Britton (1965) called a “commitment to 
objectivity and accuracy” (p. 113). In this article, then, we want to 
propose a rhetorical hedonism, or “the view that pleasure is good” 
(Shaw, 2015, p. 1), placed within a wider interpretive frame.

Here, we present what we are imagining as gray genres. For our 
purposes, a gray genre is any form of communication that is typically 
merely matter of fact and uninspired, and intentionally presents a 
disinterested, stylistic dullness in its conveyance of information. 
We have found the term gray genre to be an exceedingly useful 
designator for talking about the kinds of communicative work that 
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are expressionless by nature, that exist merely to communicate the 
core facts. We distinguish gray genres from the designator “gray 
literature,” which includes publishing usually by organizations to 
promote their own ends and would include forms such as the white 
paper. Gray literature itself can be gray and can be read as straitlaced 
and unwrought. We know now, however, that a gray genre—or any 
writing for that matter—is never wholly without style. Technical 
communication certainly has a host of exciting things happening in 
the field and in practice. The field has blossomed. Hedonism—or 
the practice of fun—becomes a lens for how we are thinking of 
bringing color into gray genres. But in certain places, dullness is 
the value, and it does have its own values and uses, but for our part 
at least we tend to want more. We want a little lagniappe in our 
writing, a little something extra, a little spice.

Because technical writing plays across different fields—
engineering, medicine, business, education, and even our daily 
lives—the emphasis upon the technical nature of specific subjects 
often dictates prescriptive, unsmiling writing styles. In addition, 
technical writing is generally preoccupied with the conveyance 
of facts and objectivity (cf. Miller’s 1979 discussion of the 
“windowpane” theory of language in relation to technical writing). 
So that providing the necessary details calls for a specialized 
vocabulary that may be read as a dull kind of drudgery. In this tenor, 
a customary view of technical writing tends to lose the hedonistic 
qualities that we so often enjoy, and, as a consequence, seems 
boring or dry—papers rustling like dead autumn leaves. And yet 
technical writing itself is not always ordinary. The field has made 
use of clever and exciting forms that exponentiate engagement with 
informative texts that are designed to communicate humorously or 
playfully.

Many engaging forms have cropped up in the field of technical 
writing. For instance, several interesting, and even hedonistic texts, 
such as the Kama Sutra, are early exemplars from a long history of 
technical documents oriented towards pleasure. Purified genres—
many of which are found in technical writing—have often earned 
a colorful list of damning adjectives, like dull, drab, and dry. In 
considering the long history of rhetorical practices Kennedy (1999) 
says plainly, “Technical rhetoric (and grammar) is technical and 
thus often dry. In antiquity it had to be learned by rote by teenage 
students” (p. 125). We like to think that we have come a long way 
from the kind of technical rhetoric that Kennedy describes by 
recognizing its growth in wildly new directions as our media have 
evolved. Still, while the field is forward leaning, in practice a slew 
of manuals every year are often stuck in their own dusty antiquities.

In practicing technical writing and teaching its forms and 
conventions, we’ve found value in playfully exploring both sides 
of this avenue of thought and practice. We believe that there are 
ways of embracing hedonism in both places: the workplace and 
the college classroom. Here, then, we advocate different kinds of 
hedonism being built into the practice of writing, with some special 
attention paid to technical forms and other areas that we have 
come to call gray genres—those colorless, lifeless genres that tend 
toward blandness.

We situate our thesis in the canons of delivery and style and how 
play facilitates knowledge delivery in areas we are calling gray 
genres, commonly found in technical communication. In this 
article, we conceive of delivery in terms of its definition as an 
original canon of rhetoric, which involves how rhetors present their 
material. Style, another part of rhetoric’s original canon, works 

together with delivery to enact real engagement. If we invest in 
certain delivery elements, argues Welch (1987), we would embrace 
its “empathetic and participatory” (p. 24) nature. We agree with 
Welch that delivery frees up the writer to use language in dialectic 
with the reader to achieve reality. Seen this way, the rhetor as 
agent of delivery has narrative power, is dynamic, offers the kind 
of immediacy that elicits responsiveness and, perhaps, renders the 
content persuasive. Among the scholars who have advocated for 
the resurgence of delivery in technical writing, Rude (2004) has 
pointed out its effects in document design, noting that “delivery 
is essential to persuasion” (p. 274), given its performativity, 
immediacy, and urgency of content. It is safe to conclude that it is 
not always enough to write with clarity and brevity when the end 
goal is circulation. It is, in fact, because facts do not always speak 
for themselves, technical writing has to embrace increasing novelty 
in usability to assure that technical documents enable users to 
engage with the material. Placing a premium on usability, however, 
means that use is more important, or as Rude puts it that “the formal 
qualities of the genres are less an end in themselves than a means” 
(2004, p. 284). Usability can only go so far in its appeal to reason 
and its aura of acceptability. In other words, a spoonful of sugar can 
help the medicine go down.

We argue that hedonism aids delivery by offering a kind of 
dynamic engagement through which listeners can connect. Thus, 
in enacting hedonism, technical writers can create instructions 
with a more human touch and add life to complex informational 
texts. We analyze several examples of gray genres whose success 
depends upon their own hedonistic delivery, which goes a long way 
in increasing engagement from the audience.

TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION, 
GRAYNESS, AND STYLISTIC PLAY
Technical communication, where gray genres can persist, still 
employs carefully crafted rhetorical moves, or techne with 
little reference to humor as a technique in accentuating reader 
engagement. Task-based writing follows familiar patterns. When 
humor is invoked to break this familiar pattern, it offers comic 
relief and captures the readers’ imagination (Yu, 2015, p. 45). This 
strategy is especially pertinent where readers’ familiarity with the 
subject is tenuous. For example, Hurley (1996) cites research that 
noted humor found in college brochures on AIDS, bringing a light 
touch to a heavy subject. In such cases, humor closes the gap and 
promotes a participatory engagement (as seen in instructions that 
employ originality).

The traces of these values can be found scattered through the annals 
of technical communication. For example, in an article from the 
days of early personal computer manuals called “In Defiance of 
Humorless Manuals,” Elizabeth Weal (1986) concludes, “Finally 
comes the most convincing argument of all for humor: it makes 
learning more tolerable. In fact, I’d go so far as to say that a 
manual with personality, even if it’s a personality you’re not fond 
of, will be a better teacher than a manual with no personality at 
all.” (p. 184). For his part, Lynch (2002) established humor as a 
communication act because it functions on various levels. Lynch 
cautions that communicating with humor is dependent on the 
audience’s ability to shift from a “reality frame” to a “play frame” 
(p. 431). To illustrate this point, Malone (2019) shows how the US 
Navy designed humor-driven training manuals, in which a misfit 
pilot named Dilbert became a recurring motif, against which the 
caution “don’t be a Dilbert” was reinforced (p. 217). Appreciating 
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this reference of course depended on the audience’s ability to make 
connections from play to reality (see also Malone, 2008). Similarly, 
Cohen (1992) sees in humor the ability to humanize a text. Doing 
so, he offers, can add a “light touch” (p. 469) to otherwise dour 
subjects.

Why is the dour so ingrained? One might consider Markel’s 
seminal textbook Technical Communication (2012), which lists 
the following qualities of good technical writing that have become 
overbearingly dogmatic to the practice.

Honesty

Clarity

Accuracy

Comprehensiveness

Accessibility

Conciseness

Professional Appearance

Correctness (p. xix)

Note that play, cleverness, fun, and even style are missing from this 
little list, despite the fact that they are valuable to the audiences of 
gray genres such as cell phone manuals and, lately, social media 
based risk communication (Vraga et al., 2019). Humor adds an 
emotional appeal when combining levity with concrete examples to 
convey information (Smith & Anderson, 2018). Because Markel’s 
list is itself gray, however, it suggests the kind of values that (re)
produce gray texts. Despite this, the field of technical writing has 
drawn a lot from the playful lineage of rhetorical thought to inform 
its theory and practice.

MOVING TOWARD HEDONISM: A 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
So, what is hedonism, really, and why should we embrace it?

Hedonism comes from hēdonē (ἡδονή), pleasure, and was, for 
some groups of ancient Greeks, simply a valuing of pleasure as 
the highest good, above all else. It is, in that sense, an ethical 
stance. Aristotle (367–322/2007a) himself explores pleasure 
in On Rhetoric explaining that “ease and freedom from toil and 
carefreeness and games and recreations and sleep belong among 
pleasures; for none of these is a matter of necessity” (p. 88). 
Aristotle (350–340/2007b) explores different qualities of pleasure 
in Book X of The Nicomachean Ethics. There he warns against too 
much pleasure, but still values it as a good that gives us eudaimonia, 
or happiness. Along with Aristotle, however, Epicurus, who later 
came to be known for the Epicurean worldview, valued a moral 
hedonism that sought a kind of virtue in the mental pleasure of 
prudence to be found in the future from right action (Annas, 1993, 
p. 237). We understand that for Aristotle pathos is a technoi pisteis, 
an artistic proof. However, Aristotle (367–322/2007a) also has 
atechnoi pisteis, inartistic proofs, not provided by the speaker.

In The Republic, Plato suggested that instruction, particularly in 
writing, should intrinsically be made fun. He enjoins us, “Do not 
use compulsion, but let early education be a sort of amusement” 
(2004, p. 126). He also comments on the problem of rhetorical 
pleasures. In The Gorgias, we know that Plato discounted rhetoric’s 
status as a techne and compared it to the pleasures of cookery, as 

opposed to the utility of medicine (2003, pp. 32–33). Nevertheless, 
here we are seeking to conflate pleasure and use, and see them 
working together.

Beyond the Greeks, utilitarians John Stuart Mill and Jeremy 
Bentham (1987) later picked up pleasure and its uses. Bentham 
famously writes “Nature has placed mankind under the governance 
of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone 
to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what 
we shall do” (p. 1). Ulmer (2012) also speaks to working along a 
pleasure-pain axis in composition—even in the composition of a 
good life (p. 41). There is something Freudian about our seeking 
pleasure.

The thinking of pleasure can go deeper. Having mentioned 
Freud, we can wonder at the desire for pleasure being primarily 
psychologically motivated. Why must anything be fun, after all? 
Roland Barthes too expresses a longing for pleasure. Plaisir is the 
term he uses. In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes (1973/1975) 
announces, “No sooner has a word been said, somewhere, about 
the pleasure of the text, than two policemen are ready to jump 
on you” and “An old, a very old tradition: hedonism has been 
repressed by nearly every philosophy; we find it defended only by 
marginal figures” (p. 57). As such, the police here are the finicky 
(and boorish) technical writers who continue to long for merely 
transparent language, who long for clarity and accuracy alone. 
Thankfully, it’s hard to find a truly stilted curmudgeon of language 
today, largely because technical writing has grown and flourished 
in a number of different ways, yet we have our history, and some of 
these related tensions remain.

In these tensions, we still face a conflict that reverberates out into 
the disciplines of writing from expressivist pedagogies to more 
traditional ones. We do not suggest here that expressivist writing 
pedagogies are the only way to have fun, but there does certainly 
seem to be a tendency towards play there. Geoffrey Sirc (2002), 
that wonderfully roiling radical expressivist, pushes the tension 
further, saying “there will always remain this simple opposition: 
online chats as glitzy funhouse in the arid Mojave of university 
writing. As such, then, it resembles nothing so much as Las Vegas. 
And Venturi reminds us that there’s another name for scenes like 
Las Vegas, oases of fun and enjoyment in the midst of a harsh 
climate: pleasure zones” (p. 223). Critiquing our disciplinary 
shift over time, Sirc adds—with a quick nod to some lyrics by 
The Stooges—that our discipline “means no fun” (2002, p. 250). 
How do we respond? What, then, would an expressivist pedagogy 
look like in a technical writing course? Is there room for fun in a 
rigorous writing pedagogy? Of course. We believe that there are 
potentialities in each of these options.

After considering the influences of pleasure, we can begin to 
see certain unchecked values within technical writing—such as 
clarity, comprehension, and simplicity. Those assumed values are 
challenged here as both skills, techne, and limitations, atechne—a 
term modified from Aristotle and brought into contemporary 
thought by Victor Vitanza (2003), among others. Meanwhile, John 
Poulakos (1983) suggests in “Toward a Sophistic Definition of 
Rhetoric” that the pre-Platonics believed rhetorical techne rightly 
aimed for a kind of aesthetic pleasure, or terpsis (p. 36).

Richard Lanham (1976) also outlines a rhetorical binary in homo 
rhetoricus and homo seriosus. In this delineation, Lanham explores 
the pleasure—oh, let us say jouissance!—of practicing rhetoric. 
Lanham works in commentary from Werner Jaeger who suggests, 
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“There are two contrasting types of life, two bioi, […] the rhetorical 
ideal of life. Its purpose is to create pleasure [...] The other, its 
opponent, is the philosophical life [...] so it is a real techne” (as 
cited in Lanham, 1976, p. 3). Lanham also suggests that “we play 
for pleasure, too. Such a scheme is galvanized by the Gorgian 
prime mover, ἡδονή, pleasure. Purposeful striving is invigorated 
by frequent dips back into the pleasurable resources of pure play” 
(p. 5). For our own purposes, hedonism is a kind resistance to rigid 
correctness. Rather than confine writing—particularly technical 
genres—to mere utilitarian needs, hedonism confers value in 
attending to a human need beyond mere use. Still, the obligation 
of necessity remains, so we end up doing unpleasurable tasks—in 
this case written work—for their utility, especially in the domain of 
technical and professional writing. The work of writing, however, 
need (or can) not be done without affect. Samuel Johnson once 
wrote, “What is written without effort is in general read without 
pleasure” (as cited in Sontag, 2001, p. 263). Given that what is 
written without pleasure is often read without effort or care, we 
argue that we can reverse this perception of drudgery in technical 
writing by adding something in.

T. R. Johnson’s book A Rhetoric of Pleasure (2003) is a thorough 
and thoughtful enjoiner for us to incorporate pleasure into the 
teaching of writing; it is an invaluable guide into “how students 
take pleasure in learning to write” (p. viii). Meanwhile, Worsham 
(1999) does take the step to counter Johnson’s positive perspective 
on pleasure, which remains a through line in much of his work. 
Worsham argues that we must at times do unpleasurable work and 
write careful, disciplined writing, while assuring us, “Make no 
mistake, I am not against pleasure (who could possibly be against 
pleasure?)” (p. 717). She offers, nevertheless, a more stringent 
alternative to a perspective that values pleasure as a primary value.

RETHINKING VALUES
We still offer that valuing fun alongside, and sometimes counter 
to, the monotonous values of clarity, accuracy, and precision above 
all else may allow technical writing to become pleasurable. We do 
not want our readers to be dismissive of the important thought that 
is conveyed in technical communication as being drab. Further, as 
Britton (1965) encourages us, “The fact that scientific writing is 
designed to convey precisely and economically a single meaning 
does not require that its style be flat and drab. Even objectivity can 
be made attractive” (p. 115). We heartily agree that this has always 
been the case, even if it is sometimes deferred. This drab, flat 
thinking, we argue, often ends up creating what we call gray genres. 
A gray genre is simply a kind of medium that exists for mere factual 
transference, lacking in pathos or cleverness, colorless as it were—
the black and white writings of our most banal everyday functions. 
Gray genres include—but are not limited to—certain kinds of 
technical writing such as vacuum cleaner instruction manuals, 
workplace writing such as performance reviews, some kinds of 
academic writing such as those dreadful five-paragraph essays 
against abortion, and other kinds of writing from the everyday such 
as grocery lists.

But any gray genre may be made colorful through a bit of rhetorical 
intervention. One can imagine a jokester in a moment of impish 
play, adding something ridiculous to a grocery list. 

Milk

Bread

Butter

Polka Dot Underpants

The moment a gray genre is fiddled with, it can become colorful. 
Of course, objections exist where playful interruptions too strongly 
distort clear communication. But if clarity as an essentialized value 
can be interrogated, any space then, any rhetorical site, becomes 
a space for potential hedonistic intervention. As such, hedonistic 
moves might inevitably find corollaries in the moves associated 
with rhetorical invention. The technical writer’s art begins with 
invention. Because invention brings forth novel discourse and 
substance, it is here that the writer can discover ideas and determine 
what will work in various possible situations. Here, then, the writer 
can produce sentences and words that will make an appropriately 
favorable impression on readers. We believe this: structural play lies 
at the heart of finding satisfying moments in compositional texts. 
From this perspective, many writers working in gray genres—who 
may feel the obligation of generating serious and lifeless content—
can find avenues of pleasure. We take ourselves too seriously. We 
have fallen prey to the trappings of homo seriosus, as Lanham 
warned about (1976, p. 6).

Meanwhile, true advances have arisen in the field studying technical 
writing, as well as in practice. For example, while we know 
of interesting instances such as idiosyncratically unique IKEA 
manuals, there are numerous specimens that are both technological 
and ludological. These include the Vauxhall Motors maintenance 
handbook for British military technicians from World War II, For 
B.F.s, or For Bloody Fools. More recently, various examples have 
proliferated, from a funny British public service announcement 
about CPR staring tough guy Vinnie Jones to the now famous 
Australian Metro Trains PSA about being careful near public transit 
known as Dumb Ways to Die. Still, almost no user’s manual in your 
local hardware store is going to contain a joke or use a flippant tone. 
While some companies may embrace a playful ethos, typically 
companies like Troy-Bilt or Bosch maintain a serious one, except 
perhaps in the occasional advertisement.

The other main reason playfulness doesn’t appear in these manuals 
is that these companies see their user’s manuals as a protection 
from liability. In this sense, the documents are not technically 
written for the end user at all, but to protect themselves in the event 
of a future lawsuit. The fact that much technical documentation, or 
gray genres in a broader sense, still feels surprising or jarring when 
it adopts a playful approach, is telling.

Humor works based on a few foundational theoretical principles. 
Two of those are incongruity theory and relief theory connected 
to our understanding of propriety and our social anxieties (See 
Critchley, 2001, pp. 2–3). Under the first framework, a technical 
manual can especially grab one’s attention when it takes a fun, 
incongruous approach precisely because audiences do not expect 
playfulness to be present in these spaces. The very fact that it is 
unusual to find play within technical communication supports our 
overarching thesis. In the second case, we have a collective social 
anxiety about doing things correctly because we (rightly) have fears 
about messing around with instructions for connecting powerlines 
or measuring radiation. Relief may be found by inserting play 
in otherwise gray scenarios. Danger means no fun, except as an 
exception to the rule. Meanwhile, humor, or serious play, can create 
a kind of safe space where one might breathe easier.

The aim of technical writing isn’t generally critical thought, as 
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Horace explains of the poet, “to inform or delight, or to combine 
together, in what he says, both pleasure and applicability to life” (as 
cited in Payne, 1976, p. 93). The concession is this: of course, every 
piece of writing attempts to communicate in some sense and is also 
styled, even if that style is gray, or black and white, or colorless. 
Indeed, most writing strives to convey the kind of meaning intended 
by the writer. Here then, we concede that even the grayest genres—
our vacuum cleaner manuals—must explain factual information 
and are written in their own idiomatic, ostensibly appropriate style. 
This both/and of fun and fact is what is always-already at the heart 
of all rhetoric and writing; the grayness, then, is also a blur of 
Horace’s dulce et utile, pleasure and use, with more emphasis on 
the latter. Hence, every expression need not be adorned (although 
they are always-already…). The style is there, and may be thought 
upon, brought in, reconsidered.

Ulmer (1985) proposed an alternative theory of invention that 
explores the “non-discursive levels—images, puns, or models 
and homophones—as an alternative mode of composition and 
thought applicable to academic work, or rather play” (p. xi). This 
discursive play happens because documents have become a forum 
for conversation. They are no longer ends in themselves but a basis 
for further interpretations, open to other perspectives. The vacuum 
must be used, after all. This even occurs in the drabbest manuals—
language games may yet be found in those dull places.

And yet, as Tebeaux (2004) notes, viewing technical writing as 
purely practical diminishes it to a mere vocation that is not informed 
by the theory it has worked so hard to align with. In this vein, 
Smith (2007) explores the connection between rhetorical theory 
and technical writing to suggest that technical and professional 
communication scholars draw on rhetoric because of its reliance on 
language to get things done.

Howard’s textbook Design to Thrive (2010) does, in fact, attempt 
to balance these tensions in technical communication. In his 
discussion of “Business before pleasure,” “Play,” and “The 
dilemma of control vs creativity,” he offers that play has its limits 
but also suggests “creative freedom and joy [emphasis added]” (p. 
84). Technical writing can be challenging to do well. It takes a good 
bit of linguistic know-how, but it can be written and read easily 
enough with pleasure. Various gray genres need not be consigned 
or cemented to beleaguered styles. Fun styles can still bring about 
clarity of meaning.

PLEASURE DELIVERY
If we consider that stylized delivery is a key component (or goal) 
of technical writing, that delivery is primarily affective, and that 
hedonism creates a pleasurable affective delivery for users, then we 
can make the case for hedonism.

As earlier noted, technical writing is a disciplined discipline. It often 
attempts to control language through clarity and brevity. However, 
as Welch (1987) observed, this dominant culture of prescription 
renders the language of technical writing “banal, boring, and not 
central to anyone’s life” (p. 279). Similarly, Lay (2000) finds 
that “a sense of humor and playfulness are a legitimate tool to 
be used by skillful technical communicators” (p. 132). For while 
some spaces are still dithering on humor, others have incorporated 
humor in rendering various kinds of instructions. Humor can 
show up in different instructional manuals (typical among which 
are the Dummies manuals) and is meant to ease the uneasy public 
into performing tasks they otherwise consider too technical. With 

humor, users feel less threatened. Disregarding humor, technical 
communication limits and constrains our ability to present the 
world in full color, while recent playful work among practitioners 
mark an interesting turn in technical writing trends—trends that the 
discipline can sometimes overlook. A consideration of the field can 
further examine how gray genres facilitate knowledge delivery in 
technical and professional writing contexts. This is nothing new.

We can also look back to comical historical documents such as a 
tank diagram entitled “How’s Your Sherman, Herman?” (1944) or 
a pamphlet about resisting malaria from mosquitos called This Is 
Ann: She’s Dying to Meet You published by the U.S. Goverment 
(1943) and created by Theodor Geisel, otherwise known as Dr. 
Seuss, and Munro Leaf who also wrote The Story of Ferdinand 
(1936). The use of engaging and even childlike language and 
illustrations in what would otherwise be gray spaces enlivens the 
communicative text. Even the handbook on sobriety, Alcoholics 
Anonymous (2001), has its moments of levity.

In this vein, Britton’s (1977) “Personality and Humor in Technical 
Writing” begins, “THE PRIMARY REQUIREMENT of 
scientific and technical writing is precision” (p. 1). He continues, 
appropriately enough with the following insight:

Perhaps our question then is not whether there should 
be personality in scientific writing. If personality is 
inevitable in any communication that involves the 
selection and grouping of words, the more meaningful 
question may well be: what kinds of personality traits are 
appropriate to scientific writing, and to what extent are 
they acceptable?

Where humor is relevant, it can certainly relieve the 
tedium of much technical writing. Engineers are often 
criticized for their high tolerance of dullness. Perhaps 
their sensitivity has been blunted by long contact with 
routine presentations, but life is so brief that acceptance 
of avoidable dullness seems inexcusable. If they could 
develop the capacity to be bored more easily, they might 
insist upon a more pleasant and inviting style. Where 
a personal approach is appropriate, the writing can be 
made more readable. (p. 3)

It is evident enough that hedonistic delivery methods have power. 
Delivering something beyond mere data recognizes the humanity 
of instructions—that they are made for and by humans.

PEDAGOGICAL HEDONISM
So, we want to explore two avenues that are conceptual stop-gaps 
for technical writing: the workplace and the college classroom.

First, the classroom.

Students respond positively to creative expressions in writing 
and processing technical information (Brown, 2015). Thus, it is 
not surprising that when they see tedious instructions, diagrams 
for light fixtures, even hundred-page manuals for an iPhone, they 
balk. Sometimes they say, who would do this for a job?! And we 
understand, because we’ve been there. So, what do we do? In a 
quest to make writing technical content creative, we use fun, 
cutting-edge technologies. We have our students make and write 
game instructions. Game day is always a blast. We play them. We 
laugh. A good time is had by all.

Instructors have turned to gaming, storytelling, and zombie-themed 
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technical writing classes (Luce, 2014). Even the CDC has issued 
its own zombie apocalypse preparedness document. Apocalyptic 
themed technical writing classes might be seen as the cosmic 
bowling of the field. Maybe this analogy will be helpful. Some 
people don’t really like bowling. But it can be made fun, especially 
if adorned with gimmicks such as flashing lights or dressing up in 
silly costumes. And that’s sort of what we’ve done with technical 
writing, and other forms of writing as well. We’ve dressed it up. 
And some of that is okay, but there are other ways of injecting life 
into technical writing. Isn’t it interesting that we must turn to the 
apocalypse of all things to try to have a little fun in our classes? 
After all, things like bowling can be fun, in another sense, if the 
player learns to do it well. We have to get students to learn to love 
the craft of writing itself. To get excited about finding the right 
verb. They kind of have to like punctuation and talk about it after 
class. But then? Students may go on to graduate and do technical 
writing, often without the zombies, with Microsoft Word, in a 
cubicle or in their living rooms late at night. This is a real exercise 
in the communicative aspect of composing, which echoes Fish’s 
(2011) analogy of learning to love sentences the way painters love 
paint (p. 1).

To address the perspective that there seems to be a dearth of 
hedonism in the practice of certain gray genres of writing, we 
find some uniquely interesting support for pedagogical hedonism 
in a wrongly forgotten article. Runciman (1991), whose spirited 
little essay “Fun?” explored the matter of fun within the utilitarian 
practices of teaching writing laments, “We don’t talk much about 
enjoyment, about the rewards of thinking and writing well. 
Maybe we do discuss such things within the informal confines of 
our classrooms, but we don’t write articles about enjoyment nor 
do many textbooks mention it” (p. 158). He goes on to explain 
how much we talk about the writing process as “hard work” and 
how we continually seize upon the problems of writing, adding, 
“One trouble with pleasure […]  is that it’s squishy, it’s difficult 
to predict, and talking about it seems vaguely unprofessional. . It 
seems frivolous” (p. 159). Nevertheless, he concludes, “Maybe 
we do need to professionally address the question of fun, of 
writing’s satisfactions. Maybe we need to encourage student 
writers to discover and even savor the range of large and small 
rewards which attend their own writing and thinking” (p. 161). 
The conflicted perception of fun is a useful dualism that allows 
us to find approaches to performing well and with pleasure. The 
possibility of attending to fun in practice has not been as readily 
embraced as some might imagine. Why? Since Runciman, we have 
continued to struggle for fun, and we are still working on it. Fun 
is no easy matter. It cannot just be achieved willy-nilly, as it were.

Indeed. Why not?

We can also see this fun, hedonistic approach to writing in Weathers 
(1980), whose work in Grammar B wholeheartedly enjoined us to 
embrace a fun, playful style with developing writers. It is a pleasure 
to seek out the moments when we can find engaging differences 
and develop gray genres into having something like Technicolor in 
technical spaces. As Weathers (1970) writes,

I think we should confirm for our students that style has 
something to do with better communication, adding as it 
does a certain technicolor to otherwise black-and-white 
language. But going beyond this “better communication” 
approach, we should also say that style is the proof of 
a human being’s individuality; that style is a writer’s 

revelation of himself; that through style, attitudes and 
values are communicated; that indeed our manner is a 
part of our message. (p. 144)

He goes on to lament, “We teach only one ‘grammar of style’ and 
we provide only square/rectangular boxes. We don’t teach students 
other games with other options” (1976,  p. 7). The other games—the 
playful moves afforded by stylistic perspectives such as Grammar 
B—are only rarely present in gray genres. The traditional model 
regularly stands. French (1985) attempted to employ Weathers’ 
Grammar B in a classroom with some difficulty, however. She 
reported the difficulty that her students had with playing in their 
writing, urging them, “Have fun with it. See what happens” but 
shares that her “freshmen would not be moved” (p. 190). It is still 
difficult to get people to become hedonists, especially as students of 
writing. Perhaps we are still too nervous about other things to enjoy 
ourselves. We are scared rule followers. Nevertheless, something 
pleasurable entices us about rule breaking, or at least rule bending, 
and students and technical writers can get there if they learn to find 
the sites of play within their texts.

Fun should be our modus operandi. And this has been the case in 
various veins of technical communication, but it is often squelched 
or remains at the fringe of both learning and doing technical 
communication. It may tend to remain at the fringes; however, it 
can be introduced as a more common practice provided that it still 
advances the aims of communication design. 

One approach to a type of assignment that produces a kind of 
writerly hedonism is to have students write intentionally seemingly 
boring guides such as simple how-tos for silly everyday tasks 
like how to put on deodorant. There, they can intervene in places 
tempered with hedonistic rhetorical intervention. Tactics can 
include shifting tone or register and simply using humor to lighten 
and make a complicated issue accessible.

We can generate prompts drawn from examples of real-world 
technical writing to show students what kinds of fun have been 
practiced and how we might learn from those deployments. Such 
prompts can show how emphasizing friendly communication 
that help people engage in particularly, kairotic moments would 
go a long way in inculcating hedonistic technical writing. And, in 
the spirit of gray genres, these responses need not be long form 
traditional instructions. They can fit the medium of the Tweet, 
Instagram, or text message as the WHO did in its coronavirus 
communication (see Walwema, 2020). Prompts can be as succinct 
as “Look for an example and modify it.” or “Find a good example 
and emulate it.”

Writers can communicate while keeping an ear to the humor and 
irreverence available to catch the eye of a disinterested audience. 
An added element in user engagement is “retention of technical 
information” (Connor, 1988, p. 12). Connor found that poetic 
devices, such as a neat turn of phrase, render technical information 
memorable (pp. 12–15). And because they are fun and unexpected, 
they temper the monotony of particularly instructional content. 
Rutter’s “Poetry, Imagination, and Technical Writing” (1985) 
suggests, “Designing reports, like designing anything else, is an 
imaginative act” (p. 704). Rutter explores unique approaches such 
as reading William Carlos Williams’s “The Red Wheelbarrow” 
on the first day of a tech writing class. He bemoans, “When I 
began teaching technical writing, I found the task exciting and 
the definitions of the subject inadequate and dispirit” (1985, p. 
706), and that has been true. He concludes with this insightful 
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consideration of the classroom:

As teachers we need to free our students from the 
essentially dead task of piling up facts in the name of 
objectivity and to help them understand that progress 
and new knowledge in any discipline result only from 
the exercise of imagination—from a poetic approach 
to whatever work is at hand. Science and technology, 
insofar as they are human activities, are essentially 
poetic endeavors because they shape disparate bits of 
information into truths about the behavior of matter. 
Given this fact we can hardly doubt that writing about 
science and technology is likewise a poetic process, and 
for the same reason—because the writer by imagination 
transmutes inert statements of bare fact into lively 
communications of the truth. (p. 709)

We are interested in moving beyond dead tasks into something 
livelier. There’s more possible beyond the surface, or rather the 
surface of writing contains more nuance and possibility than what 
we tend to first imagine.

We close this section with a list of five things that seem to help us 
make the teaching of writing pleasurable in the sense that we are 
seeking here.

1.  Embrace style.

Even if you are trying to write the most mathematical, 
scientific concept, we remember that style is already there. 
So, embrace it. Even if the style is razor-sharp clarity or an 
interesting word choice, decisions exist; experiment. Twist a 
sentence. Play with a word.

2. Shift the genres by shifting the tone.

Genres are moldable, hence, potential sites for intervention, 
yet they often follow their own tired patterns. If writing a 
technical manual, how wonderful to make it into a comic book 
(see, for example, the graphic adaptation of the 9/11 Report 
(Jacobson et al., 2006) and John Lewis’ March series(2013)). 
These shifts can occur anywhere, and may allow for novelty, 
and increased engagement with a text.

3. Write imperfectly.

You already are doing it imperfectly. Own that. At least feel as 
if you’re breaking some rules. It is the drive to write perfectly 
polished prose that injures much writing. We write too well 
sometimes, perhaps. When we are free to write badly, to fail, 
to break protocol, then we are free to have fun as well.

4. Change the objective.

If you think you are aiming for one thing, then try aiming for 
another. Shifting not only the genres, but goals and objectives 
of writing keeps things fresh and novel. New tasks, or familiar 
tasks taken toward new trajectories, offers the promise of 
playful moves.

5. Destabilize.

Destabilization lies at the heart of interesting rhetorical 
moments. If you begin to stabilize, follow patterns, follow rote 
paths, then change should come—disruption. Through such 
ruptures of languages, genres that have become gray may be 
revitalized.

We can teach students to write clearly and accurately. We can teach 
them where to put their commas. We certainly can. But can we also 
explain that there is the possibility of something fun there in that 
formal writing space, that often-restricted space? To this end, we 
are pedagogical hedonists. Fun lies at the heart of our philosophies 
of education.

SO, WHAT ABOUT TECHNICAL WRITING 
IN THE REAL (BORINGLY GRAY) 
WORLD?
A vacuum cleaner often does not have the most interesting 
documentation (Figure 1). However, they are necessary, and offer 

a space of possibility.

Rhetorically, companies are seeking avenues for presenting an ethos 
their customers can enjoy, even in their technical documentation. 
Yet, stacks of unread pages will be shipped with millions of 
products this year—each manual destined for the trashcan, saying 
nothing interesting at all. Rote writing is what’s at stake here. Rice 
(2008) insightfully observed that “if we dismiss this technical 
work as rote mechanics, we risk calcifying a distinction between 
the production work of texts (including the operations of buttons, 
cords, and wires that cut and record texts) and the produced texts 
themselves” (pp. 367–368). Here, we risk reconsidering, then, this 

Figure 1: Hoover vacuum cleaner manual
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rote and mechanical work of writing and its potential for play.

A vacuum’s documentation, more playfully, might look something 
like this:

Hi. I’m your vacuum. With two u’s. 

You can push me around as much as you like.

I use electricity, so be careful with me.

If I don’t suck enough, then practice a little hygiene: clean me out.

Happy to be your faithful servant,

Your new vacuum.

Here, we are asking students and professionals to find language 
fascinating, playful even, even if that language is describing how 
to use a vacuum. We have to get to a place where there are more 
benefits to a technical writing job than communicating technical 
information.

One particularly good example of real-world technical writing to 
consider, appropriately enough for the topic of hedonism, can be 
found in some beer brewing instructions. Brooklyn Brew Shop 
sells kits for homebrewing that make the process of making your 
own beer ridiculously simple, and fun. The instructions for making 
an IPA are accessible, understandable, and playful. The company’s 
writing is good (Figure 2).

The instructions begin:

You might be surprised to learn that sanitization might 
actually be the most important thing here. If things are 
not completely clean, your yeast will die. You will not 
drink good beer, and the next few steps will only provide 
you with a valuable learning experience instead of a 
decidedly more valuable drinking experience.

Notice the 2nd person along with the simple, but almost playful 
stylistic approach and the addition of humor.

And then…

Heat 2.5 quarts (2.4 liters) of water to 160°F (71°C).

• Add grain (This is called “mashing in.” Take note of 
jargon. Or don’t).

By playing with the formal/informal tensions (and there is quite 
an informal sentence fragment at the end there), the company 
establishes a respectable—but relatable—ethos. And finally:

• Put beers in the fridge the night before you drink them. 

• Drink. Share with friends if you’re the sharing type.

The directions are familiar, friendly, and fun. They use simple 
language and a flip tone to lessen the fears of trying this out. This 
slightly unconventional phrasing creates a uniquely engaging 
experience for users, and it’s relatable.

And then there are flight safety instructions (Figure 3):

Flyers get an oral briefing over the public-address system during 
taxi on the runway. The ordinary passenger is typically disinterested 
in this covering of safety belt instructions, location of emergency 
devices, safe handling of baggage, etc. These procedures, because 
they occur between boarding and take-off, while taxiing, settling 
into the seat, and so on, place competing demands for attention 
on passengers. Flight safety briefings are “mandated by the 
government, supplied by industry, and read by anyone who is 
capable of flying commercially” (Blackburne, 2014, p. 89). This 
means that because they have been rigorously edited for brevity 
and clarity and tested for usability, they meet the standards of 
technical writing. And yet for meeting all those metrics, flight safety Figure 2: Brooklyn Brew Shop Everyday IPA instructions

Figure 3: Diagram from LOT Polish Airlines from 1968. Pub-
lic Domain.
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instructions are proof of this mismatch between the effectiveness 
of technical documentation and the consistent playful interventions 
with which they are injected. As Rude (2004) noted, placing a 
premium on usable technical documentation shows that “the formal 
qualities of the genres are less an end in themselves than a means of 
encouraging their use” (p. 284).

Below we excerpt and analyze language from standard and not-so 
standard flight safety instructions. Our analysis picks up on the flaw 
inherent in safety communication models of linearity and “their 
failure to consider audience and other contextual issues” as posited 
by Grabill and Simmons (1998, p. 415). We maintain that the social 
component of communication tied to delivery and hedonism is key. 
Consider some sample instructions culled from a Snopes report.

We ask that you take the Safety Information Card out of 
the seat pocket in front of you and follow along as we 
perform our safety demonstration.

Your seat belt has been designed for easy fastening and 
release. To fasten, insert the metal fitting into the buckle, 
adjust to fit snugly with the loose end of the strap and 
simply lift the buckle release to unfasten. Your seat belt 
should always be worn low and tight across your lap. 
(Mikkelson, 2007)

Of these instructions, the NTSB notes, “Despite efforts and various 
techniques over the years to improve passenger attention to safety 
briefings, a large percentage of passengers continue to ignore 
preflight safety briefings” (as cited in Blackburne, 2014, p. 78). 
It is evident that the instructions perform elements of clarity and 
brevity. They also come across as impersonal. Blackburne’s study, 
which analyses various forms of safety instructions—oral, video, 
and printed, found them to have met generally acceptable levels of 
comprehension. While they largely meet all the formal qualities of 
technical documents, in their most standardized form flight safety 
instructions tend to fail at the delivery level.

Contrast the standard instructions with ones where the product’s 
functionality is broadened to a pleasurable experience. There, the 
instructions stress that relationship between the user and the text. 
It is interesting to observe that this particular delivery style at once 
demonstrates audience awareness and recognizes users’ agency in 
cooperating with the instructions by using humor.

Please take a moment and look around and find the 
nearest exit. Count the rows of seats between you and the 
exit. In the event that the need arises to find one, trust me, 
you’ll be glad you did. (Mikkelson, 2007)

Aware of the short window of time in which to convey important 
safety information, the flight attendant’s playful repartee gets the 
needed attention and mediates the information with the listener. 
In a serious yet thoroughly playful and witty manner, this banter 
provides relief and connection for nervous flyers. Ingenious 
flight attendants have captured passenger attention through other 
hedonistic means, as in:

In a moment we will be turning off the cabin lights, and 
it’s going to get really dark, really fast. If you’re afraid 
of the dark, now would be a good time to reach up and 
press the yellow button. The yellow button turns on your 
reading light. Please do not press the orange button 
unless you absolutely have to. The orange button is the 
seat ejection button. (Mikkelson, 2007)

Here, the flight attendant proceeds on the implicit assumption that 
flyers “recognize certain consistencies in the language of airline 
safety briefings” (Blackburne, 2014, p. 102) and is not afraid to 
experiment with humor. And it is that humor in the moment of oral 
delivery that connects with the flyer.

Please remain seated until the plane is parked at the 
gate. At no time in history has a passenger beaten a plane 
to the gate. So please don’t even try it. (Mikkelson, 2007)

Again, humor in delivering cautionary information helps flyers 
put things into perspective, demonstrating that hedonism gives 
us room to adopt language that renders instructions more human. 
Moreover, this excerpt exhibits audience awareness—flyers are 
bored and anxious to get to their destination. But they still need to 
be present in every moment. And then, in the midst of this, we see 
lines like “Please be careful opening the overhead bins because 
shift happens” (Mikkelson, 2007). A play on language use, like 
replacing shift for shit, punctuates the content and illustrates an 
important safety element—and also helps with the tedium of the 
message’s delivery and reception.

The hedonistic take on flight safety instructions above is 
emblematic of not limiting technical writing to its interpersonal 
objective form. Instead, through techne this typically gray genre 
allows for unique characteristics of argument, which are embedded 
in clear and coherent text. Shifting the focus from the product’s 
functionality and broadening it to a pleasurable experience stresses 
that relationship between the user and the text in an interpolative 
act.

Recent techniques in risk communication have successfully 
deployed these tactics to communicate about the coronavirus. 
Take Washington State’s secretary of state voter instructions in the 
March 2020 primary election published on Twitter.

As recommended by @WADeptHealth, please use 
alternative methods to seal your ballot return envelopes, 
such as a wet sponge or cloth. Washington’s Presidential 
Primary is March 10. Use a ballot drop box to return your 
ballot by 8 p.m. Election Day.

That language is accompanied by visual text worded in a memorable 
slogan:

“Whether healthy or sick, please don’t lick!” (2020).

The instructions reference the expertise of @WADeptHealth in the 
context of coronavirus to warn the public not to lick ballot-return 
envelopes when sealing them (as they might), but rather to use 
an alternative like “a wet sponge or cloth.” The use of hedonism 
to inform, instruct, and caution the public takes a genre that is 
inherently serious (risk communication) and makes it accessible. 
Levity comes from the recognition that some of it is inconsistent 
with the conventional manner of public communication.

Similarly, officials in the city of Round Rock, Texas, crafted a public 
service message on proper handwashing by drawing from common 
topics shared by the people of Round Rock. “Wash your hands 
like you just got done slicing jalapeños for a batch of nachos and 
you need to take your contacts out” (City of Round Rock, 2020). 
Evoking jalapeños and nachos along with the tagline “That’s like 
20 seconds of scrubbing, y’all” is both user-centered and oh-so-
relatable for the primary audience. And it is an apt use of hedonism 
in public communication, witty and pleasurably couched in shared 
meaning. The gray genres referenced above engender affects that 
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help evoke certain sensibilities among readers, including pleasure.

Finally, we want to note as a final case in point, the occasional 
interjection found in otherwise straightforward documentation 
from larger companies like Google. As a last quick example, in a 
page for Google Product Forums, a note appears at the top of the 
page:

Welcome to the new version of Google Product Forums! 
You can switch to the old design if you’d like (but really 
why?).

The addition of the exclamation point in this informative notice is 
one thing. But the addition of the cheeky aside “(but really why?)” 
is quite another. It is obviously playful, but persuasive. It keeps 
Google’s users from resisting their technical moves, decisions, and 
modifications. The ethos is crafted and deployed quite effectively. 
Shifting the focus from the product’s functionality and broadening 
it to a pleasurable experience promised in the new design, stresses 
that relationship between the user and the text. Google is at once 
demonstrating audience awareness and recognizing users’ agency 
in choosing the new interface. Larger companies are increasingly 
looking for clever and creative language in the most banal of 
places—commonplaces.

To return to our vacuum cleaner’s bland documentation, we will 
say this. Anything can be made interesting with enough thought. 
People do still read Shakespeare for fun, after all, despite the fact 
that they were never written to be read at all. People study and do 
all sorts of boring things that fascinate them, but that would make 
for poor conversation at dinner. The secret here is looking hard, 
thinking critically about the banal things of the world—that is, most 
of the world—and finding interestingness there in spite of itself. 
The examples of technical writing we have used confirm the value 
of hedonism as a form of delivery that takes the responsibility of 
accurately disseminating information and is concerned with making 
it accessible. Because invention brings forth novel discourse and 
substance, it is here that the writer can discover ideas and determine 
what will work in various possible situations. Here, then, the writer 
can produce sentences and words that will make an appropriately 
favorable impression on readers.

CONCLUSION: A LABOR OF 
LOVELESSNESS
Lastly, we want to acknowledge that technical writing is a kind 
of labor. And labor is often unpleasant. It can be, no matter what 
the job is. We would even say that more so-called creative styles 
of writing are sometimes unpleasant to do. Even embracing things 
like standing desks, plants in office spaces, good lighting, and nice 
break rooms with good coffee are elements of the good life for a 
tech writer. So, we should advocate some of that.

As we move forward, we must look for more than correct heaps 
of text written by some humble writer who sits in front of a 
computer for over forty hours a week in a cubicle. While she could 
read something interesting during a lunch break, where she eats 
canned soup, and could chat with a coworker in passing, a technical 
writer’s job generally involves filling in the blanks, creating gray 
rhetorical genres.

The authors of an Apple iPad manual don’t generally get a byline. 
They likely have a sense of humor, but they aren’t generally 
encouraged to use it.

So, what do we do with these frustrations? We must love the 
language and get our students, future professional and technical 
writers some of them, to love it too. We can take the advice of 
Mary Poppins: “In every job that must be done, there is an element 
of fun” (Stevenson, 1964). We have to continue to resist the deeply 
rooted practices that conventionalize tech writing. “Stalk the gaps,” 
as Annie Dillard says (2013, p. 274). “Habit is a great deadener,” 
we learn from Samuel Beckett (1954, p. 339). Stay at the fringes 
of propriety. Bend some rules. In this way, technical writing may 
become increasingly pleasurable in its own right.

We have to, like Epicurus perhaps, find the balance between stoical 
performance of necessity and pleasure, or discover Aristotle’s 
virtuous golden mean, and maximize the pleasure of writing, even 
technical writing. Further, we should not simply assure ourselves 
that content is enough. Technical writing can be pleasurable; we 
just need to find the right examples of teaching and practice that 
can be aligned with more sybaritic values. Who will breathe new 
life into these values? Perhaps, the only remaining question for 
ourselves is this: Why aren’t we having more fun writing?
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ABSTRACT
This article provides an overview of technical content marketing 
and examines the audiences and messaging for technical product 
messaging, which differ from general consumer products. Notably, 
technical products, particularly those in innovative categories, 
require a varying marketing strategy throughout the technology 
adoption lifecycle as products appeal to customers with different 
attitudes towards technologies. Especially, content marketing for 
innovative technologies requires an understanding of the technical 
consumers’ (or audiences’) psychological motivations and needs, 
which have yet to be reviewed in the technical communication 
literature. In this article, the foundations of marketing innovative 
technical products are explored, with a specific focus on the 
messaging strategies as it changes to educate and persuade different 
categories of technology consumers during different phases of the 
technology adoption lifecycle. For new technical products and 
categories of products, the messages and channels of information 
evolve as the technical innovation progresses from the early market 
to a mainstream market, with both requiring adaptation to different 
audience segments and in response to emerging competitive 
pressures. For the majority of technical innovations, the technical 
content marketing strategy and messaging is a long-term investment 
for change to reach different consumer groups at the appropriate 
stage of the technical product life cycle.
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INTRODUCTION
Highly innovative technical products, or those arising from the latest 
engineering (high-tech) and scientific (bio-tech) advancements are 
estimated to have a higher-than-average marketplace failure rate 
ranging from 40 to 90% (Gourville, 2005). Although a variety of 
reasons influence the marketplace success of innovative technical 
products, including the uniqueness and quality of the technology, 
a psychological element occurs when the prototypical developer 
(scientist, engineer, or entrepreneur) becomes entrenched with 
the features of the innovation and becomes disconnected with the 
actual needs and wants of the consumer (the audience).

Notably, scientists and engineers who develop technical products 
overestimate the value of their innovation as well as the likelihood 
and speed that consumers will adopt the technology (Gourville, 
2005). Unlike general consumer goods, innovative technical 
products are more carefully evaluated by consumers and are 
characterized with a longer and more complex decision-making 
process, which is characterized by increased consumption of 
information that includes input from others as well as user 
experiential trials (Puska et al., 2018). Often underappreciated by 
innovators, most truly revolutionary products that define a new 
product category and enable truly novel capabilities—such as 
a DNA sequencer for automated DNA sequencing or industrial 
machine vision system for the automated analysis of physical 
objects—require a significant, long-term investment in the 
marketing efforts to educate and persuade potential consumers who 
have differing views of technology (Gourville, 2005).

In many technical companies, product developers lack an 
understanding of mainstream, non-technology focused consumers, 
which is necessary for commercial success and profitability of a 
technical product (Gourville, 2005; Moore, 2014; Potts, 2010; 
Rogers 2003). A market, or a group of actual or potential customers 
for a category of products or services, is commonly defined by 
consumers having a common set of needs or wants (Moore, 2014). 
By the common definition, a market would appear homogenous and 
consistent marketing strategy and message would appear to reach 
and attract all individuals within the market throughout the market 
lifetime of the product. However, consumers in a technology 
market exhibit additional psychological ties or resistance to 
innovation—thus making technical markets a composite of various 
audience segments that respond differently to the message content 
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and reference only limited other voices as legitimate sources of 
information as each segment looks to specific individuals and 
sources for assurance and validation when purchasing a technical 
product (Margulis et al., 2020; Parasuraman & Colby, 2015; Moore, 
2014; Cruz-Cardenas et al., 2019).

Conventionally, the core of a marketing message is based on 
the attributes or abilities of the product (the features), and—
most importantly—highlights the resulting improvement on the 
consumer’s lifestyle (the benefits) of each attribute. Notably, 
as explored in the following sections, features and benefits have 
different effects on different technical consumers. In general, the 
earliest consumers (like product developers) are persuaded more by 
technical features providing new abilities and higher performance, 
but are less concerned with how these features translate into real-
world benefits. In contrast, the majority of technology consumers 
(notably, those necessary for commercial success) are skeptical of 
the latest technical claims and are somewhat resistant to adopting 
new technologies and modifying behavioral patterns necessitated 
by major innovation (even when the technology and new behavioral 
patterns are objectively beneficial to the individual) (Gourville, 
2005; Potts, 2010). Due to the different audiences within a market, 
both the marketing messaging and strategy that companies employ 
must evolve throughout the product lifecycle, or the phase of 
product on the market between product launch and discontinuation 
(Damianov, 2019), in order to reach the right potential consumer 
niche at the right time.

Notably, the communication phase of marketing technical products 
is the most variable part of “marketing.” By definition, marketing 
encompasses all of the business activities that are necessary 
for commercialization of a product or service (Einstein, 2017). 
Conventionally, marketing is organized into the “4Ps,” which 
includes the product (the attributes and application of the product), 
the price (the cost to consumers), the place (where and how the 
product is sold), and the promotion (which includes the strategic 
messaging and all forms of communication about the product). 
Thus, a market may still be originally defined by consumers with 
similar needs and wants for a technology product and have the 
product delivered to consumers through the same place or source. 
Yet, referencing sales as an analogy, some consumers are more 
sensitive to price and require adaptable strategies by companies. 
Similarly, some technology consumers are more motivated by 
some messaging and sources, so the overall approach for marketing 
communication (or promotion) must be adapted.

Wall & Spinuzzi (2018) have introduced the field to content 
marketing as a network of print and digital communications that 
provide consumers with educational and informative content 
at every stage of a multistage purchase process—from basic 
information gathering, through a decision-making process, and 
ultimately to product purchasing. In addition to providing product 
information, storytelling is a current trend in content marketing 
trend to develop a comprehensive narrative about a product, 
company, or technology that resonates with the market (Pulizzi, 
2012; Vinerean, 2017; Jones & Comfort, 2018).

The content marketing strategy emphasizes the coordination of all 
communications about a product, with messaging that provides 
relevant, useful, and consistent information through multiple media 
and interpersonal sources (Pulizzi, 2014; Ames, 2017). Notably, 
an important goal of content marketing is to essentially become 
multimedia publishers that develop and distribute any genres 

with product information to reach target audiences and ultimately 
promote sales (Pulizzi, 2012; Pulizzi, 2014; Calhoun, 2006). This 
coordinated communication and content management strategy 
is complex in the genres, communication channels, and media 
used to reach potential audiences (Wall & Spinuzzi, 2018; Keller, 
2001). Content marketing provides the groundwork for a content 
strategy, yet is limited by origins in consumer goods and familiar 
product categories that lack the additional complexity of innovative 
technical product categories. Thus, technical content marketing, or 
content marketing of technical products, is necessary as a subfield 
of content marketing to address the added dimension of previous 
research into the unique characteristics of technology consumers. 
In technical content marketing, the marketing communications 
are further refined and then targeted to different audiences with 
different attitudes towards technologies at different timepoints 
following the launch of a new technology.

With the complexity of technical content marketing, technical 
communicators are well positioned with the necessary skills to 
develop the marketing messaging for technical products (Wall & 
Spinuzzi, 2018; Harner & Zimmerman, 2002; J. King, 1993) and 
manage complex networks of genres through content strategy 
(Batova & Andersen, 2016; Clark, 2016; Gonzales et al., 2016; 
Andersen, 2008; Pullman & Gu, 2007). In fact, content strategy 
overlaps with many of the objectives of content marketing (Batova 
& Andersen, 2016; Clark, 2016; Getto et al., 2019). Notably, 
content strategy emphasizes a continual process of planning, 
creating, delivering, and governing (managing) content in which 
information also has a lifecycle (Batova & Andersen, 2016; Getto 
et al., 2019). As content strategists connecting various streams 
of research, technical communicators can help shape the future 
of technical content marketing by transforming a monolithic 
marketing voice and message into user-specific and user-defined 
communication. Shifting the message planning from originating 
with the product and company of developers to the user transforms 
how various groups within a market access, interact, and share 
marketing communications as well as influence how individuals 
create original, user-generated information about technical products 
and services (Walwema et al., 2019; Robles, 2019; Tajvidi et al., 
2018; London et al., 2015).

In this techniques report, various threads of technical product 
marketing are synthesized through the lens of designing technical 
content marketing for markets composed of dissimilar technology 
consumers. In this review, readers are provided with a lens for 
adapting the messaging and communications strategy for different 
audiences with various attitudes towards product innovation, which 
often differs from the homogenous voices of product developers 
within technical companies. Notably, consumers of innovative 
technologies have different attitudes towards technology (often 
unfamiliar to those working in technical fields) and thus the 
messaging of the technical content marketing must be adapted 
to less authoritative, technology-centric voices for these users 
(Margulis et al., 2020). By taking a user-focus on communication, 
the early movement for writing “effective” technical marketing 
communications based on a universal view of technical product 
benefits for technical consumers (J. King, 1993; Henson, 1994; 
Guthrie, 1995; Harner & Zimmerman, 2002) is expanded to address 
the various viewpoints of different types of technical consumers as 
well as different categories of truly innovative technical products 
and services (Margulis et al., 2020; Moore, 2014; Potts, 2010; 
Rogers 2003). In this article, the different categories of innovative 
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technical products (or services) are presented for comparison 
and differentiation beyond the simple term of “technical,” which 
can be universally applied to products and services that differ 
in innovation. Following this distinction, the shift in technology 
consumer messaging needs is examined along the product lifecycle 
for innovative technical products.

CATEGORIES OF INNOVATIVE 
TECHNICAL PRODUCTS
To develop effective content marketing for innovative technical 
products, writers of technical content marketing focus on the real-
world use of the product and how it uniquely solves the consumer’s 
problem rather than describing the underlying technology. In the 
21st century, the underlying technology of many products has 
become quite complex (e.g., smartphones), but such technical 
complexity of the products, alone, is insufficient to account for 
innovation of use—or the novel consumer application enabled by 
the technology—which is the focus of the marketing messaging 
(Schuh et al., 2018; Day et al., 1979; Moore, 2014; Schnaars, 
1989). When planning the primary marketing message for a new 
product, the primary question a writer should ask is: How familiar 
are potential consumers currently with the product category? 
The degree of innovation—or the similarity of the product to 
other available technologies—influences the content marketing 
messaging and, in turn, consumer adoption of new technologies 
(Schuh et al., 2018; Damanpour, 1988).

Truly innovative products, colloquially referred to by the ironic 
term “new new products,” such as the original desktop computer 
or first mobile phone, either (1) enable novel consumer activities—
addressing a previously unaddressed consumer need or desire, 
or (2) enable a significantly improved experience over previous 
technologies, such as Google, which dominated internet search 
by improving the accuracy and speed of results (Schuh et al., 
2018; Moore, 2014; Sampson, 1970; Goulding, 1983). Such 
“breakthrough” innovations (also known as revolutionary or radical 
products) are relatively infrequent and cause a significant shift in 
consumer use or experience (notably, these technologies make a 
big change in consumer behavior) (Rogers, 2003; Moore, 2014; 
Schuh et al., 2018). Revolutionary products often emerge from 
technological breakthroughs, so the need to inform and educate 
consumers about the availability and use of these unfamiliar 
technologies is the core strategy of the marketing efforts— for 
example, how such products work and how they can be used to 
improve life (Goulding, 1983; Moore, 2014; Mogull, 2018).

In contrast to the relative rarity of revolutionary technical products, 
most “new” technical products are evolutionary products that 
provide consumers with small, incremental improvements over 
existing technologies. Familiar examples of evolutionary products 
include an improved smartphone with a new feature such as a digital 
camera with a higher pixel resolution. Evolutionary products that 
provide small improvements to existing, familiar technologies do 
not require as comprehensive educational content marketing and 
rather rely more on awareness campaigns since consumers likely 
already understand the primary application and benefits from prior 
exposure (Goulding, 1983; White, 1976; S. King, 1971; Moore, 
2014; Mogull, 2018).

As mentioned previously, one factor influencing the probability 
of product success, as well as a critical element in determining 
the marketing of innovative technical products, is for the writer 

to consider the behavioral changes that are necessitated by using 
a new technology (Gourville, 2005; Schuh et al., 2018). As 
illustrated in Figure 1, Gourville (2005) provides a four-quadrant 
map comparing the degree of behavior change to the degree of 
the product (category) innovation. Notably, very few “new new 
products” are classified as a home run, which are significant 
technological advancements that require an uncommonly low 
degree of behavioral change to consumers. A familiar example of 
a home run is the Google search engine, which was a significantly 
improved Web search algorithm (a behind-the-scenes improvement) 
that did not require consumers to make much of a change in the user 
interface of previously market-leading search engines. In contrast, 
the majority of “new new [technical] products” fall into the long-
haul quadrant, which new technology necessitates consumers 
change their behavior around the newly enabled processes. An 
example of a long-haul technology would be the first desktop 
computer running DOS—in which the content writers needed to 
justify the value (or “benefit”) of the technology into the target 
consumers’ (audiences’) lifestyle. Even if the behavior changes are 
beneficial (such as enabling a new task, or making a task easier or 
faster), a long-term educational strategy is required that addresses 
the unique attitudes of technology consumers (which is examined 
in the following section). Among the relative low degree of product 
innovation categories (left column), in which the content marketing 
strategy mirrors that of the long haul—the value of the technology 
to the consumer (and therefore the company) are limited (and thus, 
the predicted “death” of the product in which the costs to educate 
the consumer outweighs the market potential).

When considering value and benefit of technology, these criteria 
are typically situated in local cultures. However, the innate value 
and benefits of technology, like genres, are socially constructed 
and may be interpreted with different meaning in users of a 
different culture (Sun, 2012, 2013; Cruz-Cardenas et al., 2019). 
For example, such disconnect stems from local development of 
technology, especially social media platforms (such as Twitter and 
Sina Weibo) in which the interfaces that dictate behavioral change 
are translated to a culture where the actions are unfamiliar (Sun, 
2013). Thus, functional similarities between technologies may 
be differentiated by differences in localized user experience, and, 
more critically evaluated by culturally localized user engagement 
and empowerment (CLUE2), which considers the degree of 
behavior change from existing habits as well as cultural norms 
(Sun, 2020). As such, categorization of product innovation based 
on the degree of change in consumer behavior cannot be transferred 
between cultures, but must be re-analyzed locally and contextually. 
Together, these criteria provide a lens for the audience and 
messages of new technology, which are then adapted for the phase 
of the technological innovation according to the phase of consumer 
adoption (Moore, 2014).

Figure 1: Comparison of product innovation to degree of 
change in consumer behavior.
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AUDIENCES AND MESSAGING ALONG 
THE TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION LIFE 
CYCLE
Consumer adoption of innovative technical products can be 
modeled along a bell curve known as the technology adoption 
life cycle, which separates consumers by attitude towards new 
technology and openness to behavioral or procedural change—
factors that reflect the time that consumers will need to purchase 
new technologies (Moore, 2014; Rogers, 2003; Gourville, 2005; 
Mahajan et al., 1990). In the technology adoption life cycle, 
consumers are distributed into five distinct groups (see Figure 2). 
The five groups of consumers, from the first to adopt a technology 
(the innovators) to the last (the laggards), are segmented into two 
broader markets, the early market and mainstream market, in 
which the consumers have significantly different needs and desires 
(Moore, 2014; Hirschman, 1980). The early market, which includes 
innovators and early adopters, consists of the first consumer groups 
willing to purchase an innovative technical product and represents 
the first market opportunities for a new technology—although this 
is only about 16% of the total potential market. Consumers in the 
early market have psychological motivations somewhat similar to 
developers and entrepreneurs, called consumer innovativeness, 
which is characterized by a strong interest in technology and 
technical innovation, openness to the cognitive and procedural 
challenge of learning a new technology, and willingness to risk 
investing money and time in a novel technology that may not 
completely meet expectations or become widely adopted (Im et al., 
2003; Moore, 2014; Gourville, 2005; Midgley & Dowling, 1978; 
Hirschman, 1980). In contrast to the early market consumers, the 
mainstream market, which is typically necessary for commercial 
success in order to exceed the original investment into a product 
(see Figure 1), includes more cautious groups of consumers 
(segmented into the early majority, late majority, and laggards). 
A chasm, or pause in technical product sales, separates the early 
market from the mainstream market during which companies 
struggle to transition their marketing strategies to a different group 
of consumers. Notably, the mainstream market groups perceive 
greater risk in adopting a new technology and require more time 
to evaluate and accept a new technology (Beal & Rogers, 1960; 
Hirunyawipada & Paswan, 2006).

Within the early market, the innovators are technology enthusiasts 
who first adopt a new technology often primarily because it 
is new. This group, which is only 2.5% of the total market, is 
highly interested in the technical features and details of new 
technologies and often compares the technical specifications to 
previous technologies. Innovators are unique in that they are the 
group of consumers most interested in the technical features of 
the product—similar to product developers—and have the desire 
to be among the first consumers to have a new technology. Being 
among the first to adopt a new technology enables innovators to 
assume an advisory role within their reference group—a role that 
these individuals like to occupy. Occasionally, innovators will 
seek out new technical products before the products are formally 
launched, or made available for purchase, which makes this group 
a popular beta testing market. As a technically savvy group, this 
group is the most forgiving of glitches in product performance or a 
lack of compatibility between a new product and other technology. 
Innovators are also more technically adaptable than any other 
group —they are prone to developing their own solutions to using 
the product successfully. In terms of communication, this group 
carefully reads the marketing and product literature and is rather 
demanding of open, honest, and sufficient technical information 
about the product so they can understand how the technology 
operates and be able to resolve any issues that arise. This group often 
networks with other innovators to share information about new 
technologies. While this group is an attractive market for technical 
companies, it is typically very small and thus not large enough to 
reach profitability. Additionally, innovators are not representative of 
other consumers, which means that marketing, that is effective for 
early adopters will not necessary be effective for other consumers. 
Furthermore, innovators rarely have significant influence on non-
innovator consumers since this group is repeatedly adopting the 
latest technologies and does not share the same pragmatic concerns 
of other groups (Rogers, 2003).

The next group of consumers in the early market, the early adopters, 
which comprise 13.5% of the total market, are characterized as 
“visionaries” who are the first to recognize a novel productive 
application of a new technology. In contrast to the innovators, who 
are technology enthusiasts, early adopters are primarily interested 
in a new application or significantly improved process that is 
enabled by the new technology. Early adopters are particularly 
demanding of product performance—focusing on a tangible and 
measurable application of the technology to accomplish a specific 
goal better than an existing technology. In terms of marketing 
communications, the most important and effective information for 
this group is performance data—often including a comparison of 
the time and cost investment necessary to accomplish a task with 
established technology. Similar to innovators, early adopters need 
detailed technical specifications of the technology to help them use 
the technology in novel situations. Additionally, this group is very 
sensitive to timelines and deadlines, thus expecting detailed content 
marketing as well as quick response to requests for additional 
information. In some cases, early adopters may recognize a novel 
use for the technology that was unintended by the developer (which 
may be an important market opportunity if the marketing materials 
are redesigned to highlight novel applications). Psychologically, 
early adopters are motivated by high-risk and high-reward projects 
the technology enables and they accept the inherent higher risk 
of being the first to try the new technology to solve a problem. 
Since early adopters are conscious that they are on the forefront 
of technology, they will be more tolerant of product glitches and 

Figure 2: The technology adoption life cycle is a bell curve 
with five different categories of technology consumers that 
represent the total potential market share for a technology. 
Source: Tungston (2009), public domain Wikimedia Commons 
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diffusionofideas.
PNG).
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overall failures than mainstream market consumers. According to 
the research literature, early adopters also tend to be outgoing and 
ambitious and often willing to serve as highly visible references for 
a technology, which makes them good candidates for highlighting 
in marketing case studies. This group is typically more influential 
than innovators and the successful cases are considered “role 
models” for other potential consumers (Rogers, 2003, p. 283).

Following sales innovators and early adopters, technologies reach 
a chasm—a pause in sales during which companies struggle to 
gain acceptance of a technology by the mainstream market (84% 
of the total market). Distinct from the early market, mainstream 
market consumers are cautious consumers who are resistant 
to adopting new technologies and changing processes and 
behaviors. Compared to the early market consumers, mainstream 
market consumers are persuaded less by the innovativeness of 
the technological features, less able to envision a novel use of 
the technology, and are generally more skeptical of marketing 
claims from companies. Consumer groups in the mainstream 
market are notably more cautious of technology and technological 
innovation—in particular, these consumers are more resistant to the 
behavioral changes and possible risks introduced by new technical 
products. These consumers are more pragmatic than early market 
consumers. Mainstream market consumers delay investment in 
a new technology until it is confirmed through adoption and use 
by other consumer groups that it meets the original expectations 
and performance claims and proves to sufficiently integrate into 
other technologies and personal practices (Rogers, 2003; Midgley 
& Dowling, 1978). These consumers are concerned that the future 
of innovative technologies is unpredictable as newer products 
can rapidly replace a particular technical product and that they 
may make the “wrong decision” by selecting a technology that is 
quickly outdated (Moore, 2014; Shanklin & Ryans, 1984).

To some degree, mainstream market consumers create a dilemma 
for themselves and for technology companies in that they wait for 
widespread adoption of a technology before they personally invest 
in a new technology—thus contributing to a delay in widespread 
adoption. The difference between the early market and the 
mainstream market is visible in sales graphs showing that technical 
products have a noticeable decrease in sales (a “saddle”) after the 
early market is exhausted. Between one-third to one-half of technical 
B2C products will show a prominent saddle (Goldenberg et al., 
2002). Many innovative technical products do not recover from the 
initial hype of the early market and never reach widespread sales 
or adoption by mainstream consumers (Moore 2014; Goldenberg et 
al., 2002; Mohr et al., 2010). Examples of innovative technologies 
that did not reach the mainstream market include Segways, pen-
based tablets, and fuel cells (Mohr et al., 2010). Changing the 
marketing messaging and approach between the early market and 
mainstream market will help shorten the duration of the chasm and 
limit a downturn in sales (the “saddle”) (Goldenberg et al., 2002).

A major mistake of technical companies that delays or prevents 
access to the mainstream market is the relatively common 
phenomenon of corporate myopia, or the tendency of organizations 
and marketing professionals to become infatuated with the novelty 
and technical details of their own new product, which is reinforced 
by early market consumers. Such corporate myopia reflects a 
technical marketing strategy that emphasizes the “features,” or 
technical specifications of a product, rather than the “benefits” 
(detailed previously). Since consumer psychology and motivation 
for the mainstream market are considerably different than the 

early market, content marketing that was effective in the early 
market is less effective in the mainstream market (Mohr et al., 
2010; Mahajan et al., 1990; Bass, 1969). Rather, to cross the 
chasm into the mainstream market, companies need to place even 
greater emphasis on objectively evaluating the technology from the 
perspectives of consumer use and benefit.

Another major difference between technology consumers is the 
persuasive nature of the communication. At the beginning of 
a technology, consumers tend to be predominantly influenced 
by external factors, or the product-centric marketing genres that 
include brochures, product sheets, and technology webpages (see 
Figure 3). In contrast, a greater proportion of consumers in the 
mainstream market are persuaded by interpersonal sources, such 
as word-of-mouth from other consumers, personal observation of 
pragmatic consumers using the technology, and opportunities to 
personally experiment with trial versions of a technology (Mohr 
et al., 2010; Mahajan et al., 1990; Bass, 1969). The psychological 
motivations of the three categories of the mainstream market, which 
are discussed below, should be integrated into revamped technical 
content marketing materials (and updated with new marketing 
strategies) that leverage consumer success stories (or case studies), 
online reviews, and interpersonal communication channels such as 
social media.

The first consumer group of the mainstream market willing to invest 
in a new technology is the early majority, a sizeable segment of the 
market (34% of potential consumers), which is more than twice 
the size of the early market. Similar to early adopters, the early 
majority purchases technology for the new capabilities or process 
improvements enabled by the new technology—not because of 
the technical features inherent in the product. Moreover, radical 
innovative technical products (or products marketed as radical 
innovations) are considered by these consumers to have greater 
risk and therefore such marketing labels are counterproductive 
when transitioning to the mainstream market (Moriarty & Kosnik, 
1989; Shanklin & Ryans, 1984). The early majority is more 
conservative than previous consumers and is ultimately motivated 
by an innate sense of practicality of adopting the technology (a 
personal cost-benefit analysis). Unlike early market consumers, 
the early majority (and all mainstream market) consumers need to 
establish greater trust and confidence in the reliability of a product 
and in the stability in the manufacturing organization. Notably, 
the early majority wants to ensure that a new technology is not a 
passing fad. Such apprehension of mainstream market consumers 
is referred to as the “FUD factor,” an acronym that represents the 
fear, uncertainty, and doubt that are key psychological barriers 
these consumers have when purchasing new technologies (Mohr et 
al., 2010). Specifically, the FUD factor includes:

• Fear: loss of money, time, and effort by investing in an 
unreliable or short-lasting technology (and possible fear of 

Figure 3: Technical content marketing strategies that influence 
technology consumers change over time.
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physical safety, depending on the technology);

• Uncertainty: confusion or lack of clarity about the need 
or problem that a technology solves; and

• Doubt: disbelief that a technical innovation will meet 
the marketing claims, that the manufacturing organization is 
reliable, and/or that the technology will be a reliable standard 
for future use (particularly if the product requires a reliable 
source of consumable parts or has the infrastructure to fully 
support use, such as raw materials for 3D printing machines 
or a network of charging stations for electric cars).

As described by Moore (2014), the early majority has “learned the 
hard way that the ‘leading edge’ of technology is all too often the 
‘bleeding edge’” (p. 54) with a high risk of losing money, time, 
and effort.

The early majority requires a significant shift in the content 
marketing from emphasizing the novelty or radical innovation of a 
technology to more of an incremental and measurable improvement 
in the evolution of technology, which has been demonstrated 
through adoption by other pragmatic consumers (Moore, 2014; 
Mohr et al., 2010). Additionally, the early majority is very 
concerned with the quality and reliability of the technology as well 
as the reliability and stability of the manufacturing organization 
as a market leader in the field. Compared to previous consumer 
groups, the early majority requires more time to assess and develop 
trust or confidence in the technology and stability of a commercial 
organization (Kim et al., 2008). Multiple factors influence the rate 
of adoption of a technology by the mainstream market and ultimate 
success (Rogers, 2003), such as:

• Relative advantage: The degree to which an innovative 
technical product is a clear and measurable improvement to 
use when compared to current technology. In particular, these 
consumers must understand how the technology aids them 
with activities that they need or want to perform, and why the 
technology is better for the task than other technologies.

• Compatibility: The ease with which an innovative 
technical product can be integrated with other technologies 
and current behaviors or procedures already adopted by the 
consumer. Furthermore, technology must fit within the social 
and cultural norms of a consumer’s reference group. New 
technologies that require greater deviation from previously 
established behaviors and norms are less likely to be adopted 
by mainstream market consumers—even if the new behaviors 
are objectively beneficial. An example of a technical product 
that was socially rejected by mainstream consumers is the 
Segway scooter.

• Complexity: The clear application and—importantly—
relatively easy and simple operation of an innovative technical 
product. There is an inverse relationship between technical 
complexity and product adoption by mainstream market 
consumers.

• Observability and trialability: The availability of an 
innovative technical product to be observed in active use or 
used on a trial basis.

As mentioned previously, early majority consumers are persuaded 
more by interpersonal factors than external factors and are strongly 
motivated by references from pragmatic consumers as well as 
personal relationships with product company representatives 

(Moore, 2014; Rogers, 2003; Beal & Rogers, 1960). The most 
appropriate forms of technical content marketing for this group 
includes customer success stories (or case studies), endorsements 
of a technology by prominent users, and news articles published by 
well-established news outlets or blogs. Adoption of an innovative 
technology by this first group of the mainstream market shifts 
the technology from being novel, cutting-edge technology to a 
standard, increasingly accepted technology, which further enhances 
sales from the loyalty and word-of-mouth endorsement of the early 
majority consumer base.

Due to the size and complexity of the early majority, it is not generally 
targeted as a single market but rather the marketing strategy is to 
divide this large, diverse segment into two phases known as the 
bowling alley and the tornado. In the bowling alley, the goal is to 
target specific, niche markets for adoption of the technology and 
then move from one niche market to another similar or related 
niche market that would be influenced by the previous one (Moore, 
1995). Each niche market leading to and influencing the next one is 
represented by the metaphor of a bowling pin knocking down the 
next. The key in the bowling alley phase is to identify and focus the 
marketing strategy on an essential need of one niche market that is 
solved by the technology (Moore, 1995). Marketing efforts should 
focus on reaching and achieving success with one niche market 
before moving to another. The focus on sequential niche markets 
continues until the second phase, the tornado, which occurs when 
the early majority (as a collective group) reaches the consensus 
that a technology is the de facto standard. During this phase, the 
technology is rapidly adopted by diverse niche markets that are not 
specifically targeted by the marketing strategy. A familiar example 
of a technology platform that used the bowling alley to tornado 
approach is LinkedIn, an online social network used predominantly 
for professional networking (Mohr et al., 2010). Initially, LinkedIn 
targeted their social network to connect professional (job) 
recruiters, a niche market, by focusing specifically on the needs 
of the niche market. The next niche market that LinkedIn targeted 
were business executives searching for new positions, which was 
facilitated by promoting exposure to a large network of recruiters. 
Adoption of LinkedIn by business leaders at the top of corporations 
then influenced other professionals to adopt the social media 
platform—including niches not directly targeted by the marketing 
efforts. Similarly, new technologies should be introduced to the 
early majority using a similar strategic approach marketing from 
one niche market to the next as the technology becomes an industry 
standard for each niche.

Following the tornado of early majority consumers, the second 
group of consumers in the mainstream market, the late majority, 
represents another 34% of potential technology consumers. 
Similar to the early majority, the late majority is also considered 
a conservative technology consumer group, but it is unique in that 
these consumers are intimidated, possibly fearful, of technology. 
The late majority is more resistant than the early majority to 
adoption behavior and peer influence from other consumers, so 
personal endorsements and opinions from other consumers is less 
effective as a marketing approach. However, the late majority 
will adopt a technology as these individuals become increasingly 
aware and concerned that they are lagging behind the current 
technology and are at a functional disadvantage (Rogers, 2003). 
Furthermore, this group prefers convenient, easy-to-use, and low-
cost technologies rather than the latest advancements or top-of-the-
line products with numerous features. Many technology companies 
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do not specifically target or fully develop sales to the late majority 
market, which means that this group represents a significant market 
opportunity for companies. A familiar example of a technology 
company targeting the late majority is Consumer Cellular, a US-
based mobile phone provider focusing on low-cost, easy-to-use 
technology for older adults. Notably, the late majority has high 
expectations for personal service and evidence demonstrating the 
benefit and value of a technology as it fits into their lifestyle.

If the late majority seems challenging for marketing technical 
products, the last group, the laggards, which are the remaining 
16% of the potential market, are the most difficult to reach through 
marketing. Rather than trying to reach the laggards as consumers, 
Moore (2014) stated the primary objective is to minimize their 
negative influence on other consumer groups. Laggards tend to be 
skeptical of innovation and adhere to conventional and traditional 
approaches rather than relying on technical innovation (Rogers, 
2003). An important consideration is that this market segment is 
comprised of vocal critics that communicate throughout their social 
networks any unfounded or exaggerated marketing claims that differ 
from actual performance of the technology in order to undermine 
adoption of the technology (Moore, 2014; Rogers, 2003). Despite 
their vocal criticism of technology, this group has limited influence 
on the purchase decisions of other consumer groups except when 
laggards are in a position of authority or control in which they 
are able to the block purchase of others. Therefore, by keeping 
marketing claims accurate, marketing professionals can minimize 
the evidence and resulting opportunities for laggards to undermine 
a technology.

CONCLUSION
Technical superiority of innovative products from scientific and 
engineering advancements has significant market potential—but 
fail at an average rate greater than 50% (Lynn & Reilly, 2002), 
a rate higher than general consumer products (Gourville, 2005), 
due to ineffective marketing messaging and strategy (Mohr et al., 
2010). Writing effective marketing copy and strategic planning 
of technical marketing communication design in high-technology 
industries, particularly for innovative product categories, is 
different than consumer-product marketing and requires technical 
content marketers to have technical expertise, skill to design 
effective communications, and, as described here, a market 
understanding of different technology consumers (Mohr et al., 
2010; Moriarty & Kosnik, 1989; Guthrie, 1995; Wall & Spinuzzi, 
2018). Technical content marketing, which is a subcategory of 
content marketing that overlaps with technical communication, 
focuses on both informative and persuasive development of 
marketing communications for high-tech products (e.g., a DNA 
sequencer instrument or a company-scale content management 
software product). This article explored the fundamentals of 
technical consumers throughout the technology adoption lifecycle, 
and provided a research-grounded summary to guide copywriters 
and communication strategists through the planning, writing, and 
distributing of content-rich, informative marketing for high-tech 
products at the appropriate points for each category of consumer 
audience. As covered in this article, both the messaging and 
medium (or source) adapt to the different motivations and needs for 
the diverse categories of technology consumers—who should not 
be considered homogenous nor necessarily similar in motivation 
to the developers, entrepreneurs, and other employees in high-tech 
companies. Notably, technical content marketing is a nuanced form 
of marketing with audiences segmented along technology comfort 

and innovation, which provides career opportunities for technical 
writers, technical experts, and entrepreneurs who are interested in 
commercializing innovative products and services from the latest 
scientific research and engineering technologies (Schuh et al., 
2018; Bryan, 1992; J. King, 1993; Henson, 1994; Guthrie, 1995; 
Harner & Zimmerman, 2002; Hardesty, 2009; Spartz & Weber, 
2015).
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