
Addressing Diverse Audiences*


Audience Analysis: writing for the reader

What do you want to say, to whom, and for what reason? 

These three considerations act as a triangle, with no one aspect existing independent of the others. 

"What you want to say" includes the concept of scope. 

"To whom" refers to your audience. Who is going to be reading your document, and in what sort of situation? The needs of your audience are shaped by the information they're seeking, and the information they already have. 

"For what reason" brings up your purpose. In technical writing, you’re always producing a document to accomplish something. You need to clearly identify that goal -- not just your topic -- for yourself before you proceed. While a topic can be a phrase or even a noun, a goal or purpose should be expressed as a complete statement. 

The first rule for technical writing is to help the reader (audience). If you’re not helping the readers, then you are not achieving your purpose. 

One of the challenges of technical writing is to write to the level of the technical proficiency and understanding of the intended audience. Therefore, it helps to have thoroughly analyzed your audience. 

To assist in identifying your audience and their needs incorporate answers to these questions:

· Should you write primarily for the benefit of the most technically sophisticated readers? 

· Should you write to the level at which the least educated reader can understand? If you do this, how can you also engage the more sophisticated readers?

· Do you need to also address any secondary audiences with your document? How will you serve them with your document?

· How can you serve the secondary audiences without sacrificing your primary audience?

· How can you communicate clearly if you do not know who your audience is? Things to analyze about your audience to help you identify them include industry, job title, job function, education, and level of interest in the subject.

· Should you formally identify the audience in the piece? In other words, should you have an audience section in your document? 

· If you choose not to have an audience section, what other ways will assist the reader to know who the audience is? For example, the title of the document or where the piece is published (e.g., magazine’s have identified audience) can implicitly identify the audience.

· Have you applied the “gist test” to your writing to reach all readers? The gist test means that the less technically savvy readers are able to get the gist of the piece, even if they do not totally understand the finer points of the discussion. If the less savvy readers do not understand, then you have not been a good teacher in your writing.

· What point of view will you adopt for the writing? The point of view is the writers’ relation to the information presented. Your selection depends on the reader and purpose. First person is “I” and “me.” Second person is “you.” Third person is “he/she” or “they/them.” How will your selection enhance readability and your ability to reach your intended audience?

· How has the organization of your piece enhanced its readability and understanding? Remember poor organization stems from poor planning.

· What planning do you need to do to eliminate biased language? Biased language refers to words or expressions that offend because they make inappropriate assumptions about gender, ethnicity, disabilities, age, or sexual orientation. Do you need to make up any occupational descriptions to avoid biased language? For example, to avoid cameraman, use camera operator or videographer, or to avoid fireman, use firefighter. To avoid biased language, watch your assumptions and avoid any stereotypes. Use parallel language for both men and women.

· What preparation do you need to do to write to a multi-cultural audience? Some examples include: Avoid puns and humor. Use arrows to distinguish directions (for readers whose native language is not read left-to-right), consider that different cultures may interpret differently religious symbols, animals, and colors. Avoid cultural stereotypes.

· Does your audience have any special needs that that your document needs to address? Identifying special needs involves a thorough examination of the document’s purpose, audience, and scope. Some examples include: Use larger type size (e.g., do not go below a minimum of 10pt font). Use high contrast design elements. Print your document on low glare paper. Use contextual aids (visually organizing important information).

These questions are not intended to be exhaustive, but designed to get you thinking about audience.

NOTE: One way of getting more adept at analyzing audience is to answer these questions with respect to someone else’s writing. You can identify where the writer helped the audience and enhanced the document’s purpose, and conversely, you can learn from the flaws in the document’s organization, writing, and style.







*Portions revised from Blake, Gary and Bly, Robert W. The Elements of Technical Writing. New York: Macmillan Publishing Company. © 1993.
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