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In the few short years that | have been connected with SIGDOC, the world
of the technical communicator has changed quite a bit. These changes are vis
ible in several major areas: in the work itself, in the technology and tools that
the communicator uses, in the technologies about which they create informa-
tion, in the work environment, and in the culture in ethtihey operate.

The Work ltself

The basic craft of the technical comnicatorhas clanged very little. The
requirements that the technical communicator have mastery of language,
excellent analytical skills, and think and write with clarity have not changed,
unless to require greater levels of precision. But the craft of this discipline is
more than these basics. Evaluating, designing, structuring, editing, creating
effective, even outstanding, technical inforroatrequires experiencander-
standing of audience, judgment, planning, and perspective on the part of the
technical communicator. Good editing and indexing remain part of the foun-
dation of the practitioner. They must also have a sound understanding of the
work process so that the information they so carefully design and create is
delivered at the right time (that is, on schedule) in the right form (in accor-
dance with their deliverables). There is no point in producing a top-notch
manual that arrivesvo weeks after the software has shipped!

Technology has helped to make many steps in this process faster and the
result more pleasingly formatted than those large manuals printed from a
typewriter master we saw two decades ago. And it is amazing how important a
simple format improvement can be to the reader. Nicely sized headings and
captions can make a huge difference in how easy a document is to use, anc
people are very visually oriented. How many of us remember the diagram in
the book rather than the #& words that described it? or the colod size of
a book rather than its exact title?

Thus the steps may be quicker, but we pretty much still have to go through
all of them, from research, understanding, planning, writing, reworking, to
delivery. The main thing that technology has helped with is new capabilities
for formatting, and new formats entirely. For example, it is now possible to
use animation, sound and video with technical information, technologies that
were unused two decades ago. With these new possibilities, come new
requirements on the technical communicator: must they learn script writing,
animation tools, and video editing as well as the basic skills? For some, the
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answer will be yes, even with eagerness; for otherdias meant that in addition to learning all the rules, prac-
they will decide that such new areas take them too fdices, and craft of writing, organization, rhetoric, and
from the work they enjoy. technology, the technical communicator must always
Research in the field has been slow to come tbe on the lookout for new tools, new media, and new
maturity, but the discipline is beginning to reap rewardsequirements. Not least among these arestfmlorga-
in our understandings of how peopléairact with com- nizing and imposing hierarchy on sets of documents,
puters, and what are preferred and less valid ways aihd tools or source formats that can deliver on the sin-
presenting material. Experiments with different ways t@le-source promise. Complex customer environments
deliver information and training materials to targetcan require multiple delivery formats, and it is a rare
audiences are still in their infancy, but some researchetsol that can meet all these needs. But the technical
are finding approaches that may prove fruitful.communicator often prefers to work more on content
Research on learning styles has shown that there atean on learning tools, so changing technology imposes
more than we suspected, and the impact of new tech-significant conflict to the pratbner.
nologies is under constant evaluation. We have learned We've seen the trend from verbose, massive printed
from the movie industry how to use a narrativemanuals, to minimalism and the push for putting every-
approach for effective presentation, and from the carthing online. Certainly electronic formats win out when
toon segment of this industry of ways to expmima- it comes to color and animated features, but many peo-

tion where appropriate. ple continue to like a handy book for learning. Refer-
ence material, however, can be very effective in an
The Tools and Technology online format. Though it took us a while to understand

. why, it is still easier to read a well-formatted printed
_Every year, perhaps even every month or so, during, oy than an online book, as the screen display today
this period, tools and delivery types appear, go away, 9fyes not have the resolution of the printed page. Even-

change. In the 1970s, lots of technical information Wa?ually, when expensive displays become more inexpen-

written in longhand or on a typewriter, and it was CONgive. more and more material will be available

sidered a tremendous advance when early word pr%’xclusively in the online format
cessing systems and typesetters came along. They tpe e of the technical communicator has also sig-

recorded on tape, a notoriously difficult medium as it§ygeanty expanded to include evaluation and some-

access is sequential, not random, and it was yeafs,oq creation of graphics, course mits, interactive

before addressable disks became the more COMMQRiais marketing material (both printed and online

medium. dedicated word , forms), user interface design, usability studies, script
Over time, dedicated word processing systems gavg,iing video display, and others. The technical com-

way to computers that had word processing softwargy, ,nicator must be aware of the needs of their audi-

and an author moved from handing over a manuscriplyce * and be sufficiently trained and experienced to
to a typist to using the keyboard to write a piece ang, ., what methods will work best for the target audi-

make chgnges tlo 't'dNﬁ one whofuse(JlI(_a cor;:puter-bag H‘ce. And part of the work of every technical commu-
system did not laud the ease of making changes With.oqr is peing aware of new tools and learning the

this means, part|cular_ly if they had ever used tPEWrtef o5 most suited to the needs of their projects. This will
and cut-and-paste (literally). As computers and net: over change.

working became more comon and eentually, at least

in some_parts of thg World_, ublqwto.us, the tren(_JI was tci'he Work Environment

electronic and online delivery. This became increas-

ingly the delivery means of choice. The existence of the The work environment of the technical communica-
internet does not mean we won't have any more booksor has also changed in recent years. Many jobs in the
they will be around for a long time. But it does mearearlier days of the technological revolution were at
that we have found that volatile information is oftenlarge companies where writers worked in large teams.
best delivered online, and the quickness and ease ©here were often separate technical writing and
changing online display dictates that this is the way tinstructional design or curriculudevelopmengroups.

go for information that has a short lifetime. Roughly eight years ago, several companies decided to
What has this meant to the technical communicator? therge these groups, and a whole new culture devel-
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oped from these organizational changes. Some of thesften what kind of deliverable an employer decides is
cases have been described in other issues of this journabst cost effective.
and in proceedings from SIGDOC and other confer-

ences. The New Technologies

Another significant change in the work environment hen "Th .

of the technical communicator has been the shift tog Vhen "The Graduat_e came out some decades ago,

tele-commuting and working from home. Ten year he watchword waplastics.That was the new technol-

ago, working remotely was rare for the technical com?% of the Lme, aﬂleast for some portlon of the popula-

municator, though there were many teams that ha n a”O! the word_of work and business. Then we

members who worked at distant locations and onip@SSed into the period when the computer became the

occasionally traveled to meet face-to-face with othe ocus of.busmess and work. qu many, as gomputers
expand into the world of the internet, miniaturized

team members. But today this iefeasingly common, hnol h hel ;
and world-wide teams pose new logistical problems, agchnology ( anq- ed_s, mobile p_hones, and so Qn)’
computers remain their technological focus. The tiny

they have to deal with the bane of multipledizones: ) hall "
my colleague is on the west coast - do | call in th&'€€"s present a unique chalienge for delivery of any
form of information.

morning or aftemoon? Ormy cdleagueis in Europe - . . L : o
same question. Or: my colleague is in Singapore: when Al pr.esentz bloenglneerlng IS 1sing rapidly, with |ts_
is a mutually convenient time to call? (The answer té:oncomltant industries of agribusiness, pharmaceuti-

this one is: use email and call only when all else fails.?als’ and.medlcme. W'.th each néawel of te:hno!ogy,
With increasingly common worldwide teams, such or technical communicators to become proficient at

issues are more frequent thanie past. creating materials that describe, teach, or elaborate on
Working from home a decade ago was uncommorﬂ’ they must learn the mearea, become expert at some

today many employers with technical communicator ha_se or part of it, and m_aster the terminology and the
have recognized that their value is so important to thBaSiCS- In one respect, this makes every technical com-
corporation or institution that accommodating a flexj-municator a I|f¢t!me learner. In another, yvhere a tech-
ble workplace benefits both. Employees can sometim&o!o.gy IS sufficiently .cor_n_plex to require years of
work from home, sometimes on equipment loanedraining, it presents a significant challenge for the tech-

from the employer. This has added complexity to th&iCal communicator to remain current. This aspect of
work of the technical communicator, particularly if the working life of thg technical communicator is not
there are children at home, which has often begwoa  'IKelY to change any time soon.

reason for a technical communicator to prefer the flexi-

ble workplace, for it means that home interruptions and Ne Culture of Work

distractions can often pose tricky time management Tpe culture of the work environment is also shift-
problems. The availability of many forms of electronicing, though not so rapidly as the technology with which
communication from phones and FAXes, as well age work. Part of the cultural shift is that we work
email and electronic transmission of deliverables haﬁcreasingly with a more diverse population. This
additionally facilitated and encouraged this new enviincludes, at least in the United States, more people
ronment. Some of these changes have been reflecteds}gm other countries, both at US locations and through
rese_arch papers that address such changes in our pi@stant interaction, and more people from minority
fession. groups that have not so far been well represented in our
Changes in employer perspectives and practicegmmunity. We have a very long way to go to find a
such as globalization have meant that significant nummore equitable distiution, but there are srhgositive
bers of employees have been downsized, let go, laigteps in this direction.
off, or have otherwise left permanent positions. One Thjs increased cultural diversity brings with it an
result has been an increase in those who work as cocreased need for language skills, for in many cases
tractors, freelance contributors, or independent consulaam members with whom we work know English as a
ants. This has changed how their work is done, angecond language. This adds new challenges for the
technical communicator because they may be asked to
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help clarify points, edit documents, or perhaps just sinformation from their mobile phones. Meeting the
in on audio conference calls to repeat questions so thateds of these challenging environments presents us
everyone has heard the question from someone who\igth problems not seen in earlier contexts.
a native speaker. Often a participant who knows Finally, one area in which there has been significant
English as a second language is familiar with the prochange is the perception of the technical communicator
nunciation first learned (British English, for example)as team member. This should be good news for most.
but has difficulty understanding American EnglishPerhaps two decades ago, the technical communicator
speech, and even more difficulty understanding thevas called a writer or technical writer and in many
speech of a non-native speaker who speaks with environments appeared to be a second class citizen,
strong accent. All these present new challenges amnwith lower salary, less management clout, and less
heighten our awareness of cultural differences that amespect than the engineers or scientists with whom they
constantly shifting. This area is still poorly understoodworked. The ubiquitous headhunter did not even con-
and rarely documented, but may perhaps soon becorsier the expertise a profession and few placement
grist for the technical communicator's research mill. agencies would work with a technical communicator
The world of a global television medium is alsoseeking a new job. This was true whether the technical
changing our cultural perspectives, and to a muchommunicator was a man or a woman. While this per-
smaller extent, the world of the internet is also changeeption remains true in some areas, there has been a
ing it. Television as entertainment has had an enormogseat increase in the number of agencies looking for
effect on our every day lives, and has meant that atchnical communicators to place, and in many envi-
some level technical communicators must be perceivenments the information developers and engineers are
as entertainers who produce information that the us@&mn a par, or at least more closelyrqersated. Thanks
will want to look at. If it's not attractively or strikingly to the activities and professionalism of thousands of
packaged, it won't be used. Note the amazing succepgactitioners and academicians, the profession is
of the series of books "for Dummies"! A decade agsoundly rooted and growing.
few technically proficient people would look at a book SIGDOC has been proud to participate in the
labeled "for Dummies" as, quite rightly, they did notgrowth of this disciphe, and as Chair | have bepriv-
think of themselves as dumb. But apparently enougteged to work with an outstanding Executive Board.
people found this a catchy kind of title and bought sucliheir energetic work and enthusiastic support of pro-
books in large quantities. grams and initiatives have made SIGDOC the viable
Fifteen years or so ago, technical people werénstitution that it is, and their broad range of interests
happy to find the information they needed in large forand activities have helped make both our journal and
mat (8.5x11 inch) printed manuals; today they expeabur conference leaders in the field.
smaller, more attractive, handier, books and lots of Our SIGDOC journal, as so pleasantly desatibg
information searchable online. Much of this is the out-Joe Rigo in his contribution to this issue, began as a
growth of the desire to find information fast, and with- small newsletter, and is now an ACM journal, the ACM
out preliminaries. Some of this has also been driven byournal of Computer Documentation, with full aca-
the extraordinarily rapid change of technology, whichdemic credentials. We are the first SIG to have had
has meant that the technical communicator is at somgich a successful Newsletter that our petition to ACM
level always playing catch-up. to make it a regular ACM Journal was immediately
New technologies with miniature screens have alsaccepted. Its issues are in the ACM Digital Library, and
presented special challenges to the technical commurit-is indexed in national and international services. It is
cator. Devices must be so intuitive that they need nthe only ACM journal or transactions not only to have
separate documentation. This has lead to the spawnimdl articles peer-reviewed, but to publish commentary
of an entirely new profession that can still be considen articles, a level of academic scrutiny far beyond that
ered part of the technical communications world: thabf other publications. This major success for our SIG
of the usability engineer or user interface designemnd the profession was largely due to the efforts of our
Research in psychology and cognition become increagng-time Editor in Chief, T.R. Girill, and the Produc-
ingly important as we design and implement devices ttion Editor, Susan Jones. They were supported in their
be used, for example, by emergency response personiaetivities by a sterling Editorial Board who have made
such as nurses, or by people accessing time-criticahd continue to make many contributions. At the time
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when our *JCDbecame the ACMournal of Computer its modest beginnings, and | see many successful con-
Documentation, we started an electronic SIGDOGerences in our future and breakthrough research pub-
Newsletter to carry short pieces of topical interest tdished in our distinguished journal.

the memberShipi j0b31 and notes from the ExeCUtiVleermission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for per-
Board. This Newsletter remains the place for sho®onal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not
pieces that may provekelectroi'c response from indi- make or distributed for profit or commercial advantage, and that all copies

vidual members. SIGDOC has come a Iong way frorﬁear this notice and the full citation on the fhist page. To copy otherwise,
to republish, to post on servers, or to redisributiésts, requires prior spe-
cific permission and/or a fee. ©2001 ACM 1527-6805/01/002-- (3030
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