
Organizing Information


Planning and Organizing a Topic

How you organize the information you present in your writing can be more important than what you will say. The effectiveness of your writing is largely based on the organization and presentation of ideas. If the reader doesn’t understand where you’re going with what you’re trying to say, then the reader will never get there. The reader may quit reading in frustration or confusion, or may never realize the point you’re trying to make. 

Remember the objectives of technical writing are clarity, conciseness, accuracy, and organization. Poor organization is the most common technical writing problem.

Three Principles of Organization Information for Multiple Audiences

Good organization begins with careful analysis of the audience. What questions do they want answers to? What is the topic and purpose of the document? How is the audience looking for the information to be presented? That is, different audiences expect to see the information they want in different places. For example, an executive may only read the executive summary, while a technician may only read the inner sections and conclusion. 

There are three principles to organizing information for effectiveness:

1. Write different parts of your document for different readers. 

Readers may peruse a document using different methods. For each of the following methods of reading, you want to ensure the reader finds the information you have to offer:

· Quick scan: scanning only summaries, introduction, conclusion, TOC, Tables, Figures

· Focused search: reader goes to specific sections

· Follow ups: reader returns to document

2. Emphasize beginnings and endings of document, sections, and paragraphs. 

Readers expect to find information in predictable locations:

· Beginning of the entire document, “report” sections, or paragraphs. Readers learn by habit to read the beginning of documents, sections, and paragraphs to find out where the writer is headed. This is where the roadmap is located.

· End of document, sections, paragraphs. At the end, readers expect the writer to wrap-up the points.

3. Repeat key points. 

Since different readers find information differently, it’s okay to repeat key points throughout your document. This does not mean that you can repeat your words exactly, but rather to repeat the concept in using similar words.

Organizing Technical Material

Technical documents have several common formats for organization. Or a document can have multiple organizational methods. When organizing a document, you need to consider what the best method is based on the scope, audience, and purpose.

	Spatial order or 
Order of location
	An article on the planets of the solar system might begin with Mercury (the planet closest to the Sun) and end with Pluto (the planet farthest from the Sun). 

	Order of increasing difficulty

(aka progressive level of disclosure)
	Computer manuals may start with the easiest material and, as the user masters basic principles, move on to more complex operations or functions. It is sometimes called the help-me-harder technique, because it lets the user request ever more detailed explanations. 

	Sequential order or following a sequence
	Some technical activities, such as the installation of equipment, must be done in a certain order, and the presentation of instructions must follow that order.

Another example of a sequence is the colors of the visible spectrum: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet.

	Chronological order
	You can present events in the order in which they happened. History books are written this way. 

	Problem/solution
	The problem/solution format begins with “Here’s what the problem was” and ends with “Here’s how we solved it.” This format is used frequently in case histories and user success stories. 

	Deductive order
	Start with a generalization, then support it with facts, research results, examples, and illustrations. Scientists use this format in research papers that begin with the findings or main conclusions and then state the supporting evidence.

	Inductive order
	Start with one or more examples or stories, and then lead the reader to the conclusion, idea, or principle that can be drawn from the examples. This is an excellent way to approach trade-journal feature stories.

	Indexed order

e.g., Alphabetical 
	Items of a sequence can be arranged by some familiar characteristic. The most common is alphabetical.

Alphabetical is a logical way to arrange a booklet on vitamins (A, B, B1, and so on) or a directory of company employees.

	Inverted pyramid

(aka anticlimactic order)
	In the newspaper style of news reporting, the lead paragraph summarizes the story, and the following paragraphs present the facts in order of decreasing importance. You can use this format in journal articles, letters, memos, and reports. Useful for ranking items (such as candidates, where the best are placed first).

This organizational method became popular during the Civil War when reporters were taught to put the most important facts first in case the telegraph should fail before they could finish transmitting.

	Climatic order

(aka clincher order)
	Items of a sequence can be ordered to increase their rhetorical impact. The items proceed from least important to most important, from causal to essential, from dull to striking. It is frequently used in a sales pitch or for increasing motivation gradually. Designed to impel immediate action or leave a sweet taste in the reader’s mouth.


As a writer, you must match the document’s organization to its purpose, audience, and scope. 

One stumbling block to effective communications is when the reader does not understand the organizational system deployed. Usually, this occurs when the reader has a different view of the information being disseminated, and therefore looks for the information to be presented differently than it is. 

Also, consider the communications medium being deployed. Mediums lend themselves better to some organizational methods more than others (e.g., contrast websites to paper).

As an ongoing exercise, consider how information is organized as you read materials for school, research, or other purposes. What works about the way it was organized? How could the organization have been improved?
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