How Documents Engage Readers’ Thinking and Feeling

This chapter characterizes the ways in which people’s thinking and feeling may
confle into play as they interpret documents. @ The chapter begins by exploring
what it means to analyze the audience and profiles three ways to consider the
reader. @ Next it discusses how people’s feelings may influence their deci-

sions about when to read documents and when 1o ignore them. @ These

ideas are illustrated through a study of teenagers interpreting brochures about the
déngers of taking drugs. Their interpretations illustrate how readers may form
1rppressions not only of the message but also of the messenger—portraying
low thoughts and feelings interact as readers make sense of content and as
the_y construct ideas about whom may be presenting the content (the persona,
arganizational voice, or corporate identity). These findings suggest that ”catch-
ing the reader in the act” of interpretation can provide important clues about
how readers think and feel. Most of all, this chapter provides a sense of the

ynamic interplay between cognition and emotion during reading.

Left-hand page. Samantha
Krampf is an eighth-grade
student at Carlynton Junior
High School (Rosslyn Farms,
PA) and a participant in a
study described in this
chapter. Samantha read and
evaluated several brochures
that were designed to
encourage teenagers to “Just
Say No to Drugs.” Shown
here is a stiff from a
videotape as she chose a
brochure to read.
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m junior high school, particularly in grades seven and
eight, about the problems of global warming,

In carrying out this goal, what might the document design teams do in
analyzing the needs of the audience? The following vignettes depict
alternative paths the teams might take.

Document Design Team 1: The Classifiers

The first document design team approaches the problem by brainstorming
characteristics of the audience. Their aim is to distinguish junior high

school students from college-age students. They begin by classifying the

features of the younger audience. The team spends considerable upfront

time cataloging all the facts they can dig up that might be relevant to

know about boys and gitls in grades seven and eight: their age, attitudes

about science (and whether these attitudes differ by gender), hobbies that

miglht be science related, average vocabulary level, and their interest in the

environment. Once the team gathers what they deem to be enough

information concerning these issues, their audience analysis is complete.

They next make an outline that incorporates the audience information.

"The outline helps them to keep the facts about the audience in mind as

they draft the new version of the article. After their first draft is complete,

they make sure the language isn’t too hard by running the text through a

style checker (it conducts a grammar analysis and computes values for

several readability formulas, such as the Gunning-Fog Index and the

Flesch test).” The style checker tells the team that the language is suitable ' for 2 discussion of these
for a ninth-grade audience. Since their revision is for seventh and eighth and other readability
graders, they adjust the vocabulary “down” to make it simpler. Once thejr ~ formulas, see Kiare (1984).
draft gets a score for a seventh-grade student, the team knows that they

are done,

Document Design Team 2: The Intuitors

The second document design team begins by reading the original article
carefully and making notes about what might interest a junior high school
student. Team members then share with each other their personal reflec-
tions about global warming and swap stories about the science classes they
took in junior high. As they reminisce, they generate ideas for pictares for
the article, exploring their intuitions about what would make the topic
interesting to junior high school students, Next the team turns to drafting
the new version, at which point document designers try to imagine how
Junior high school students might interpret their ideas. One document
designer remembers how she responded to environmental topics at the
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same age. Another recalls his younger cousin talking about a TV program
on the greenhouse effect and tries to imagine what kind of graphics might
engage his cousin. Once the first draft is ready, each team member
critiques it individually by trying to put himself or herself in the shoes of 4
Junior high school student. Their critiques lead the team to argue over
their choices of examples and visuals, over what “rings true” to their
image of the audience. Some members of the team feel the illustrations are
too childish while others feel the examples require too much knowledge
of science. Their disagreements stimulate a number of fresh ideas for
creating their final draft.

Document Design Team 3: The Listeners

The third document design team begins by calling people who might
know where to find a group of junior high school students who could
critique the team’s drafts. Members of the team want to know what
seventh and eighth grade boys and girls understand about the science of
global warming. They arc concerned with creating visuals that will both
help students to understand the science and motivate them to learn about
the topic. Initially, the team collects a set of articles written for young
people about topics such as photosynthesis and the effects of deforestation.
Next they visit several junior high schools to elicit students’ feedback
about the language and pictures employed in these articles. They also talk
with teachers about “what works” with science topics. The students and
teachers give the team members many ideas they can use for generating a
new version of the article. After discussing a number of alternatives, the
team decides to organize the revision around a set of illustrations rather
than around prose. Once they complete a draft, they again seck the
feedback of the audience. This time they listen to students as they read
their draft, paying attention to how students use the llustrations, work
through the concepts, and map pictures to text. The team members pay ;
attention to what students find miteresting and to what confuses or bewil-
ders them, Drawing on this moment-by-moment view of the real reader,
the team creates their final draft.

DIFFERENT VISIONS, DIFFERENT MODELS
OF THE AUDIENCE?

The actions of these three document design teams typify three distinct
visions of how document designers may analyze their audiences. The first
view focuses on classifying audiences by identifying their features. I will
call this approach dassification-driven andience analysis. The second view
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emphasizes the powers of self-reflection and personal experience to
imagine an audience. I will call this approach intuition-driven audience
analysis, The third view focuses on gathering feedback from the real
audience to find out how readers actually interact with the text. I will call
this approach feedback-driven andience analysis.

In practice, document designers tend to internalize their views about
how best to proceed in analyzing the audience. Rarely do they stop to
choose one model or another. Rarely do they realize that what they do
“naturally” is a choice among alternatives. Over time, these visions of the
reader can become working mental models, providing document design-
ers with cues about when to think about the reader and how. In the next
section, I overview these three audience analysis models: (1) dassification-
driven, (2) intuition-driven, and (3) feedback-driven. Understanding them can
help document designers make more perceptive choices about when to
rely on one model or another.

Classification-driven Audience Analysis

Developed during the 1960s,? classification-driven audience analysis
provides professional communicators with methods for creating profiles of
their anticipated readership, often called the “target audience.” Commu-
nicators begin their analysis by brainstorming about the audience and by
cataloging audience demographics (e.g., age, sex, income, educational
level) or psychographics (e.g., values, lifestyles, attitudes, personality traits,
work habits). These audience profiles are then used to classify the audi-
ence into groups, for example, nontechnical or technical, general or
specialized, novice or expert.

Although these categories may suggest what sort of prose and graphics
the audience might want, the leap between audience analysis and textual
action is quite large. Authors of books about writing and design that
present a version of the classification model tend to skirt the issue of how
professionals actually put these analyses to use. Authors make it seem as
though document designers move effortlessly from producing audience
profiles to making audience-sensitive decisions during writing and design.
Many books suggest that classifying the target audience can, for example,
help communicators to select a proper tone, adjust their prose or graphics
to the reading level of the audience, or provide the kind of information
readers most need. But these books rarely give explicit advice about how
this can be done.

A strength of classification~driven models is that they prompt commu-
nicators to think about the needs and expectations of different groups for

2 Prominent educators in
technical communication
such as Kenneth Houp and
Thomas E. Pearsall {1968,
1969) and 1. C. Mathes and
Dwight Stevenson {1976)
pioneered innovative
methods for classifying the
audience.
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3For example, see Booth
{1961}, Gibson {1950), and
Ong (1975).

4The intuition-driven model
appears to have links to
Romantic notions of writing
in which authors are guided
by an evolving inner vision of
the text. For example, in the
nineteenth century, see
Coleridge (1817}; in the
fwentieth, see Elbow (1973,
1981). Both were discussed
briefly in Chapter 2, the
section "Three Traditions
that Shaped Thinking and
Beliefs about Writing and
Graphic Design” (pp. 55-68}.

> Interestingly, writers tend to
talk about visualizing the
reader while designers tend
to talk about listening to
their inner voice; compare,
for example, Efhow (1981,
p. 71) on writing and Rand
{1993, p. 46} on design.
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their documents. For example, classifying the audience may tell document
designers that novice users of computers may need more detailed proce-
dures while expert users may need only quick-reference information.

The weakness of classification-driven models is that they encourage a
rather narrow and static view of readers. They tend to lead communica-
tors to focus on the similarities within reader groups and to ignore their
diversity. A key feature of the dassification-driven models is that they “fossilize
the reader” as a static compilation of demographics and psychographics that docu-
nient designers sormehow “keep in mind” as they compose. This tendency to
stereotype the reader may lead the communicator to draw faulty infer-
ences about the audience’s needs. As Long (1990) points out,

[TThe writer might decide that his or her audience
consists primarily of white, middle class (whatever that
may mean to the writer) Americans who live in the
southwestern region of the United States. This may be
true, but how can such information be applied other than
by taking an unjustifiable inductive leap to conclusions
about the tastes, political preferences, religious or moral
inclinations, or general interests from this group? What
could be legitimately concluded from such information?
This audience tends to be politically conservative? It
distrusts divorce as an easy solution to marttal difficulties?
It knows little about science? It is quite knowledgeable
about the history of the southwestern states? Clearly none
of these are certainly valid or viable conclusions. (pp. 74-75)

Despite its limitations, audience-classification models offer document
designers “a method—composed of a series of questions about the reader’s
background, education, position ... to make their writing [and design]
appropriate for the reader” (Allen, 1989, p. 53).

Intuition-driven Audience Analysis

Described by rhetoricians and writers of fiction since the 1950s,? the
intuition-driven model of audience analysis is one in which communica-
tors imagine the audience and draw on their internal representation of the
audience as a guide to writing and design.? In using this model, document
designers look inward to “visualize the audience™ or to “listen to their
inner voice” as they compose.® The image of the audience that emerges
from this careful introspection can take various shapes: (1) a wholly
fictitious reader with no correspondence to any real person, (2) a con-
structed reader, based at least in part on memories of real people, or (3) an
imagined ideal reader, that is, the reader the document designer most
wants to read his or her text. There are many terms that have been used to
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portray the reader that may be constructed—"implied reader,” “invoked
reader,” “fictionalized reader,” “‘created reader,” “audience invoked,”

37 G

“imagined reader,” or “ideal reader.”® (In this chapter, [ use “imagined SFor a discussion of implied
reader.”) Despite a lack of consistent terminology, the ideas about how and created readers, see
the reader is created in the mind’s eye are roughly the same. Communica- ?3::?05;51?;2:)“6?;;“
tors are said to first imagine their readers and then to use this (1950, Gragson‘ and Sefzer
representation dynamically as they write or design. That is, they move (1990), Iser (1978),
dialogically from text to thought, from reflecting on what they have McCormick (1994}, and
written or visualized so far to projecting or role-playing the audience’s Tomgkins (1980).

possible reaction to those words or pictures, from thinking about their
personal vision for the text to making textual decisions that take that
interaction into account.

The intuition-driven model then operates by using a menial constrct of
itnagined readers rather than of actual readers (even though the imagined
readers could be based on memories of real people). In other words, when
document designers imagine their readers, they may think not of actual
people but of a composite of human characteristics {e.g., a reader who is
curious, intelligent, technically minded, critical). Or they may think of
people they have met before who could be like the intended audience
(e.g., someone like my Aunt Sally who has never used a computer). Or
they may use themselves as a model of the reader (e.g., | know nothing
about investing in the stock market and here’s the important thing I'd
want to know). Document designers may even imagine an ideal reader
they hope to interest in the text (e.g., as they might if they were generat-
ing an article to the op~ed section of the New York Tinmes, a brochure
about mutual funds, or a marketing piece about a new technical product).
As we can see, the construct of the imagined reader that document
designers may hold in consciousness is 2 complex set of “estimations,
implied respounses, and attitudes” (Park, 1982, p. 251).

With a representation of their imagined reader in mind, communicators
choose words and graphics to invite the audience to engage with the text.
They rely on the semantic and syntactic resources of language to provide
cues for the reader—cues that not only encourage the audience to read,
but also help to define the role that communicators wish the audience to
adopt in responding to the text (Ede & Lunsford, 1984). Theorists call this
rhetorical move “invoking” a reader through textual choice (thus, some
describe the imagined audience as “invoked readers” or as the “audience 7 See, for example, Long
invoked”), The idea is that through the careful orchestration of textual or (1980, 1990) and Ong

graphic cues (e.g., tone, typeface, illustrations, examples) and textual {1875).
conventions {e.g., choosing the most appropriate genre and medium), & or a discussion of some of
document designers can suggest to readers a role® they might take on as the roles readers may take

they read, for example, “an informed user of page design software who on, see Coney (1992).
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9 Berkenkotter (1981)
explores this issue in an
interesting case study of the
thinking that underiies the
work of a professional editor.

wans to separate fact from hype” or “an expert in cold fusion research
who is skeptical of faddish trends in scientific Joumal articles.” A key
Seatuire int the success of using the intuition-driven model of audience analysis lies in
the commumnicator’s ability to keep the internal representation or mental shetch® of
the audience in mind during comiposing and to draw on it to create ideas that
connect with and motivate their imagined readers.

The literature from the writing and graphic design communities that
speaks to the intuitive model stresses the communicator’s personal creativ-
ity in invoking a reader through textual cues and conventions. However,
the literature is quite vague about how communicators actually do this.
Much of the literature in graphic design, for example, treats intuition as an
inexplicable personal trait and seems to valorize the idea that the creative
process can’t be characterized. Take the following extended quote from
eminent graphic designer Paul Rand (1993) as an illustration:

[There is really no one definition of intuition. For the
sake of this chapter [“Intuition and Ideas”] we can settle
on: a flash of insight. Intuition cannot be willed or
taught. It works in mysterious ways and has something to
do with improvisation. It has nothing to do with inten-
tions.... It simply happens—an idea out of the
blue~—characterized sometimes by surprise, elation, and a
release of tension. Intuition is conditioned by experience,
habit, native ability, religion, culture, imagination, and
education, and at some point, is no SLranger to reason.

The question is really less a matter of experiencing than of
listening to one’s intuitions, following rather than dismiss-
ing them.... The ability to intuit is not reserved to any
special class of individuals, although many painters,
writers, designers, dancers, or musicians believe that this
ability is something special, something God-given....
Except in a most general sense, one cannot prove the
validity of color, contrast, texture, or shape.... This is one
of the reasons it is so difficult to understand or teach
art.... The designer works intuitively.... There is always
an element of choice, sometimes called good judgment,
at others good taste.

Aside from practical considerations, in matters of forn the
typographer must rely on intuition. How else does one
select a typeface, decide on its size, line width, leading,
and format? The alternatives are to repeat one’s previous
performances, to imitate what others have done, or
simply to make arbitrary decisions. (pp. 45-47)
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Rand portrays a romantic vision of design: that art cannot be taught,
that artistic talent comes from God, that intuition somehow just happens,
and that artists cultivate good taste.”® Rand is hardly alone in the design
community. An ample literature likens good design to good choreogra-
phy. A good designer (or typographer) is someone who has an intuitive
sense of when to use which move—when to be graceful and delicate,
when to be rough and raunchy, or when o be witty and playful. Judging
from its dominance in the literature, intuition-driven audience analysis
continues to hold enormous appeal for the graphic design community.

The strength of intuitive models is that they capture, in ways that other
models do not, the phenomenon that skilled communicators are good at
“doing things with words and pictures” that get the audience’s attention
and keep it—that good communicators are sensitive to visual and verbal
rhetorical moves that resonate!! with readers. The limitation of intuitive
models is that they lead document designers to not question the adequacy
of their own judgments about the reader. Intuitive models do not encour-
age document designers to check their mmagined reader against a real reader.
In fact, the only test of effectiveness for the intuitive model is the docu-
ment designer’s personal review, during which he or she might say “Yes,
it reads the way I intended” or “No, that’s not quite what I was trying to
visualize.” Intuitive models don’t help communicators to discriminate
ideas that will actually resonate with readers from those which will fal] flat
{or that resonate only for themselves or their clients). Just how professionals
get to the point where they can readily make wise or rhetorically sophisti-
cated choices while imagining the reader remains enshrined in mystery,
perhaps not so surprising for a model of audience built on intuition.

10 Young (1980) provides an illuminating discussion of the romantic tradition in modern
thought about writing. He suggests that writers who hald the romantic view holieve that the
composing process should be free of deliberate control (what Rand calls intentions), that the
act of composing is a kind of mysterious growth fed by what Henry James called “the deep
well of unconscious cerebration” (1934, pp. 22-23). “Above all, this view insists on the
primacy of the imagination ... fin] the mystery of language ... {in] art as magic” (pp. 343-344),
As | discussed in Chapter 2, the romantic view holds that writing cannct be taught, that good
writers are born with the right stuff, and that with the right stuff they can (as Rand tells us)
cultivate good taste. Winterowd (1994) tells us that the romantic view of acquiring taste means
that “some pecple are just genetic slobs and there's not much we can do about them” (p. 22),

" Meggs (1992a), for example, describes the natura of graphic resanance. He says that
graphic designers bring a resonance to visual communication through the interaction of the
cannotative qualities of type and images and the expressive power of the visual vocabulary,
that is, color, shape, texture, and the interrelations between forms in space {p. 117).

159
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2 A number of books and
articles describing practical
methods for assessing the
quality of documents and
products are available for
newcomers to feedback-
driven audience analysis
{e.g., Dumas & Redish, 1993;
Landauer, 1995; Nielsen &
Mack, 19%4; Rubin, 1994;
Schriver, 19893, 1991a;
Schuler & Namioka, 1993:
Schumacher & Waller, 1985;
Suchman, 1887; U.S. Depart-
ment of Health, 1984;
Velotta, 1995.) For a biblio-
graphy of source materials
about usability testing, see
Ramey (1995a).

13 For a view of user-centered
design, see Casey (1993);
Duffy, Mehienbacher, and
Palmer (1992); Duffy and
Waller (1985Y; Landauer
(1995); Norman (1988);
Norman and Draper (1986);
Redish (1985); Shneiderman
(1987); or Wright (1980).
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Feedback-driven Audience Analysis

Feedback-driven audience analysis provides a view of real readers engaged
m the process of interpreting texts. Studies of readers-in-action show in
considerable detail that audiences come to texts with knowledge, needs,
values, and expectations that dramatically influence how they interpret
what they read. The image of the audience that emerges from feedback-
driven methods is of people who engage with documents in order to
undesstand, access, and use them for pragmatic purposes.

The literature that speaks to feedback-driven audience analysis coines
from two broad research traditions. One is from disciplines that focus on
how people read and interpret text-—such as reading comprehension,
cognitive psychology, psycholinguistics, discourse analysis, and linguistics.
Reesearchers working in this tradition have been characterizing in rather
precisc ways what readers do (e.g., their cognitive and linguistic moves) in
making sense out of visual or verbal language. A second tradition has been
developed by fields that focus more on how people read and interpret
texts in particular contexts (¢.g., professional, institutional, orgamzational,
technological). Researchers in areas such as rhetoric, document design,
technical communication, human factors, ergonomics, organizational
behavior, cultural studies, sociology, anthropology, and the rhetoric of
science have provided a view of people as they interpret messages directed
at them (whether spoken, on paper, or on a screen).

Researchers in these fields stress the importance of studying the mipact
of the situation on the audience’s interpretation. They suggest that
document designers need to “catch the reader in the act” of interpretation
by listening to them as they use prose and graphics in everyday situations
(van der Meij, 1994). Feedback-driven audience analysis has been espe-
cially important in developing empirical methodologies for evaluating the
design of artifacts—textual or otherwise.'? These methods offer document
designers ways of collecting quantitative and qualitative information about
people’s thinking and feeling as they engage with texts and technology.
Feedback-driven accounts of audience have become increasingly con-
cerned with studying communication as it unfolds in real time.

As The Timeline in Chapter 2 shows, during the 1980s and 1990s
“understanding the user” gained worldwide attention from professionals
working in usability testing, human-interface design, and user-centered
design of products.'® This trend led many professionals away from the
traditional way of testing the quality of texts or technology, that is, by
“crash testing” them on the audience after they were finished. Instead,
professionals invited the audience to participate in evaluating their docu-
ments or products, in what has been called participatory design.
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Professional communicators who employ feedback-driven audience
analysis begin by thinking about ways to bring the audience into the
design process in order to draw on their ideas to guide invention. A
working assumption in using feedback-driven methods is that the audi-
ence should be part of the document design process as early and as often as
possible during planning and revising. A second assumption is that as one
clicits feedback from the audience, one is considerate, unobtrusive, and
honest. Document designers rightly worry about the influence of their
presence on the reader’s interpretation. Feedback-driven approaches stress
listening as carefully and as empathetically as possible, taking care not to
assume the stance of judge or critic. Readers who provide document
designers with feedback should be made aware that it is the text or the
technology under evaluation and not their intelligence, their reading
ability, or their cleverness in using technology. In responding to the
audience, document designers try to do more of what reades like, while
at the same time finding ways to solve problems readers may experience.

Like intuition-driven models of audience analysis, feedback-driven
models operate dynamically. That is, the mental image communicators
construct about the reader is used interactively during writing and design.
The key difference betieer intuition-driven models and feedback-driven models lies
i how the fage of the reader is built—on 1where ideqs abouit the reader come from.
Intuitive models of readers spring from the dociment designer’s imagination, while
Jeedback-based models derive Jrom representations of real people. Seeing the
audience engage with prose or graphics allows document designers to
build a mental representation of the reader which can be brought to bear
during writing and design. By representation I do not mean a mirror-image
rendering of the reader; document designers using feedback-driven
audience analysis still consolidate their impressions of readers, still
mterpret their readers, still imagine them, and yes, still fictionalize them.

A strength of feedback-~driven models is that the representation a
document designer forms about the audience is likely to be much more
oriented toward real people reading and comprehending than it would be
if the document designer were using other models. Feedback-dyiven nodels
allow document designers o get a detailed view of how particuiar people interpret
Sentences, paragraphs, illustrations, diagrams, and so on. Watching people read
provides firsthand insight into what makes documents easy (or hard) fo undestand.
Listening to readers alse alerts dociunent designers to the differences aimong readers
and to differesices between readers and thesmselves. Communicators who have
observed someone trying to untie their tortured prose or decipher their
use of “way cool” layered typefaces are more likely to have a better sense
of the moments in the creative process when they should resist their
writer-centered or graphic designer-centered tendencies. ‘This is quite a
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14 provide examples of how
document designers may
move from collecting
readers’ interpretations
about prose and graphics to
making audience-sensitive
revisions in Chapters 5, 6,
and 7.

13 Compare, for instance, the
depictions of audience found
in the writings of Berken-
kotter (1981}, Coney {1987},
Ede and Lunsford (1984),
Eibow {1987), Flower (1979),
Iser (1978), Lunsford and

Ede (1996), Park (1982), Roth
{1977), Selzer (1992), and
Young, Becker, and Pike
(1970).

18 For a discussion of when it
may be appropriate to ignore
the audience, see Elbow
(1987).
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different view of the audience than one can glean by classifying or imagin-
ing people. Indeed, document designers can classify or imagine their
audience and never once think of someone tripping over sentences.
Instead, their attention is directed toward imagining readers engaging with
the ideas they are supposed to fake away from the text. The classification-
driven and intuition-driven models tend to ignore the very real fact that
what people take away from text depends on their process of interpreta-
tion—processes which may differ fromn those of the document designer,

A weakness of feedback-driven models is that like the other models,
there is still 2 gap between forming an image of the audience and taking
action based on that image. Feedback-driven methods can provide com-
municators with a veritable mountain of data to sort through, Not all of it
is relevant. Not all of it will lead to improvement in the text. Some of the
things members of the audience may say are idiosyncratic; others are just
plain weird. Up to this point, however, there has been almost no research
on how document designers move from the data they collect (e.g., during
usability testing) to interpretations about those observations and then to
revisions that reflect those Interpretations. We need to know much more
both about how to interpret what readers may say about prose and
graphics and about how to take action on those interpretations. '

Classifying, Imagining, or Listening:
The Collision of Ideas about Audience Analysis?

Theories of audience analysis suggest that experienced professionals may
analyze their audience in different ways—classifying them, imagining
them, or listening to them. Although some of the literature argues implic-
itly or explicitly for one model or another, these visions needn’t be
viewed as being on a collision course. Instead, they can be vsed alter-
nately, depending on what the rhetorical situation calls for."® Experience
in document design can enable professionals to develop their sensitivity to
moments in the creative act when it may be appropriate to shift gears and
redirect their attention, using one vision of the audience or another.
Experience also provides insight about how to employ these models
interactively—that is, moving back and forth, for example, between
imagining and observing the reader, allowing a model of the real reader to
anchor the reader imagined, while at the same time calling on the docu-
ment designer’s personal creativity and intuition to help make design
moves that resonate.

Experience in document design also helps professionals learn to recog-
nize when they need to put off thinking about the andience’® and
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To create effective communications—ones that are sensitive to the needs
of audiences—document designers must understand how readers might
chink and feel as they interact with documents. They must anticipate what
their andiences need and expect. Although these ideas are hardly new to
experienced professionals, just what they mean has been difficult to
rranslate into action. Over the last few decades, members of the reading
and writing communities have been trying to better understand what
readers “do with texts” and how communicators can be more sensitive to
readers’ needs. Much has been learned (I oucline these developments in
the next section), but we don’t yet know the whole scory. We still have
theoretical and practical problems in making connections between audi-
ence analysis and textual choice, in linking what readers may need or
expect with textual moves that use those analyses to improve the design of
prose and graphics.

In this chapter, [ explore these issues, paying particular attention to the
interactive role that cognition and affect play in interpretation. do so by

« Presenting an analysis of readers’ thoughts and feelings
as they engage with documents, showing how interpretation
may be influenced by attitudes, values, knowledge, experience,
age, race, class, or culture (an analysis continued in the remain-

der of this book)

» Reflecting on possible differences between document designers
and their readers that may make it difficult for communication
to take place

« Showing that readers form impressions not only of what a
docunient says, but also of who they believe may be presenting
the message, of the people or organization they imagine deliver-
ing the content (i.c., the persona, the organizational identity, or
the corporate voice)

» Demonstrating that when document designers analyze the
audience, the model of the reader they construct mateers a great
deal

ANALYZING THE AUDIENCE: COMPETING VISIONS

Imagine the following scenario:

Three document design teams are given the task of
revising an article on “global warming” from Scientific
Asmerican so that it meets the needs of a junior high school
audience. The original article, aimed at college-educated
adults, presents ideas in prose and reinforces them with
technical illustrations and graphs. The goal of the revision
is to redesign the article so that it informs boys and girls
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concentrate on their own understanding of the subject matter about
which they are writing or visualizing. Document designers frequently
work with subject matters that are new to them, requiring them to learn
about the topic from scratch. These situations call on document designers
to get the content straight for themselves before imagining or observing
how someone else may understand it. Working with the subject matter
allows document designers to develop a better understanding of it. The
act of writing or designing may also inspire them to see new relationships,
make fresh connections, and develop a better plan for the document. As
document designers write or design, they form a mental representation of
the text itself, a working image of its content, its structure, of what the
text says so far. In a real sense, the “text produced so far” provides cues
about how well the design is going {see Hayes & Flower, 1980). Each
time document designers review their prose or graphics, the text itself
speaks to them.

With expertence, professionals learn to gauge for themselves when to
listen to the text and when to listen to the audience. They become more
responsive to the rhetorical situation, alternately working out the con-
tent—getting it straight—for themselves, classifying readers with special
needs and interests, invoking readers they hope to converse with through
the text, or listening to the flesh-and-blood people who may actually use
their document. In this way, professionals develop a good sense of timing,
calling on the right audience model at the right time and turning it off at
the right time.

ANALYZING AUDIENCES/ANALYZING OURSELVES

As we have seen, there are considerable differences among the three
approaches to audience analysis I just discussed. However, all three agree
on an important point: Audience analysis should include a comparison of
the communicator and the audience, an assessment of their respective
knowledge, values, and beliefs about the subject matter. A comparative
analysis can put document designers in a more informed position to make
visual and verbal decisions that may bridge the gap between themselves
and their audience. Young, Becker, and Pike (1970) put it this way:

The writer frequently takes too much for granted,
assuming that merely by speaking his mind he can change
the reader’s. If he fails, however, to utilize available
bridges or to create new ones, his writing will not be
effective. Thus it is not enough that bridges exist; they
must be used—and therein lies much of the art of
rhetoric. {172)
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17 This is especially true with
persuasive documents in the
domain of risk communica-
tion and public poficy. A few
years ago, risk communica-
tors from Los Alamos
National Laboratory in New
Mexico (the place where the
atom bomb was built} carried
out & mock town meeting in
which they showed how
difficult it is to change
people’s minds through
documents when your
organization is known “as
the company that brought
you the seven-eyed trout”
{Burbin, Waht, Molony,
Klein, & Wade, 1993).
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A comparison of perspectives may help document designers to see
more clearly—in sometimes startling ways—that documents routinely
present points of view that are neither anonymous nor objective. Indeed,
all documents—whether they are designed to move, please, inform, or
teach—project the knowledge of a knower, of an interested party. As
Eagleton (1983) comments,

There is no possibility of a wholly disinterested discourse. . ..
All of our descriptive statements move within an often
invisible network of value-categories, and indeed without
such categories we would have nothing to say to each
other at all.... [Our] interests are constitutive of our
knowledge, not merely prejudices which imperil it.
fitalics in original] (pp. 13-14)

By exploring differences between themselves and their audience,
document designers can become more reflective about the biases that can
be created by knowledge and values. Such an awareness can make them
more considerate of the reader’s perspective, allowing them to generate
ideas about how to address the differences between them and their
readers. However, as I will show later in this chapter, there are cases in
which the communicator and the audience live in such different worlds
that the gaps between them may not easily be bridged. The audience, for
example, may make radically different assumptions about why the docu-
ment was written and about whose interests were meant to be served by
the selection of content.?” In the remainder of this chapter, I discuss what
people do in choosing whether to read documents and how thinking and
teeling come into play as they make these decisions.

TO READ OR NOT TO READ: WHY BELIEFS MATTER

The first decision people make when confronted with a document is
whether or not to read. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many people
prefer not to read at all unless they have to. People learn quickly that
reading documents—whether they are textbooks or tips on investments—
takes effort. Redish (1993) points out that people read as much as they
think they have to and no more. If a document “puts us off” when we
first look at it, the likelihood that we will read it closely is greatly reduced.
In some situations, such as filling out income tax forms, we are forced to
read every word no matter how ugly the text seems. In most situations,
however, we choose not only whether to read, but also how to read.

Many people find they must do a lot of reading on the job, making it
essential for them to adjust their reading processes to the task at hand. For
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example, a 1986 study of 150 research and development companies found
that managers spend roughly 30 percent of their time reading documents
such as research reports, memos, proposals, or technical articles (Sageev,
1994, p. 143). Similarly, in another study, managers at Exxon were found
to spend an average of 35 percent of their time dealing with documents
(Paradis, Dobrin, & Miller, 1985). Some managers of Fortune 500 compa-
nies have reported coping with as many as 142 pieces of mail in one day
(Mintzberg, 1975). Obviously, with reading loads this high, managers
need to reduce the time they spend dealing with documents and develop
strategies for getting to the main points without reading the details. As
Wright (1988b) has argued, we need to develop theories of NOT reading
as well as theories of reading—theories that explore people’s motivation
for reading some documents carefully while ignoring others completely.

Since not all reading is of equal importance, skilled document readers
develop ways of sizing up the material to be read—deciding what to
browse, skim through, examine with full attention, or skip altogether.
Skilled document readers behave opportunistically, getting what they
want from documents and no more (as long as the document is designed
i ways that make it convenient for them to do so). Although there is
considerable informal evidence that individuals employ a range of strate-
gies when dealing with documents, only recently have researchers started
to explore lrow people make decisions about reading and using texts.

Reesearchers are just beginning to study how the particular situation or
context shapes what people do when they read. Although there is wide-
spread agreement that old models which assumed that individuals read in
the same way across situations are wrong—in fact, dead wrong—we still
have little empirical evidence about how the context influences what
people do. Much of the early work on reading was done in university labs
where college students were asked to respond to short narratives rather
than to lengthy documents with real rhetorical functions such as inform-
ing, teaching, or persuading. Student participants in these studies were
usually asked to carry out contrived tasks rather than their own tasks and
imagine that they had the researcher’s purpose in mind while reading.'®
Recently, researchers have begun to conduct naturalistic studies that
explore reading and composing processes in everyday situations (see, for
example, Stratman’s 1990 study of court clerks interpreting legal briefs,
Dauterman’s 1993 study of nurses revising hospital documents, Mirel’s
1989 study of office workers avoiding the use of computer manuals,
Charney’s 1993 study of biologists interpreting scientific writing, or
Ackerman and Oates’ 1996 study of architects using visual images to solve
design problems). Studies of the reading habits of scientists, for example,

*¥Dumas and Redish (1993)
point out that evaluating
tasks from the user’s
perspective rather than from
the manufacturer's perspec-
tive is crucial, Companies
often discover that once they
release a product, customers
use it in ways they did not
anticipate {which may
contribute to the rise in third-
party documents, for
example, DOS for Dummies.)
Document designers need to
study users as they carry out
their own tasks in their own
environments in real
situations and not simply
docurment the tasks that the
company’s engineers find
interesting.
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have found that scientists typically read articles in professional publica-
tions in the following way:

First they read the title and the abstract. Then they look
for the most important data, usually in graphs, tables,
drawings, and other visual aids. Next they typically read
the Results section. (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995, p. 30)

Berkenkotter and Huckin note that this pattern is “strikingly similar to
that displayed by newspaper readers ... [in which people] look for the
most surprising, most newsworthy information first (i.e., the headline
statement). Then, if interested, they read further....” {p. 31). Their
research offers observation-driven support for the use of a “conclusions
first” organizational structure in articles and proposals. Document design-
ers should frame their texts so that the main points are presented “upfront”
in a brief and engaging way; they should avoid recapping the inductive
process of discovery that may have led to their scientific claims. As Harmon
and Gross (1996) point out:

Readers of scientific articles are an impatient lot. OF those
who read the title and byline, only some will peruse the
Abstract. Of those who read the Abstract, still fewer will
read the Introduction. Many will skip from either the
Abstract or the Introduction to the Conclusion. ... And
some will jump from the front matter directly to the
reference list to see if their name was cited. (pp. 62-63)

What we know now is that most people choose to read and to keep
reading only when they believe there will be some benefit in doing so and
only when they cannot get the same information in easier ways {for
example, by asking someone else). In order to help readers recognize the
documents (or the sections thereof) that deserve their consideration,
document designers must do at least two things. They must visibly
structure the document so that the main ideas catch the attention of busy
readers. At the same time, they must use language (both visual and verbal)
that connects with the readers’ knowledge, experience, beliefs, and values.
The examples [ present in this chapter show how this can be done and
how hard it is to do well.

THE DOCUMENT DESIGNER’S DILEMMA:
BALANCING THE READER'S NEEDS AND
THE ORGANIZATION’S NEEDS

Up to this point, 1 have been talking as though the intended audience is
the only group of readers document designers need to worry about. But as
experienced professionals know all too well, there are other important
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readers of documents besides real audiences, imagined readers, or end
users—namely, the people who sponsor the document (e.g., the boss,
the client, the manager) or those who distribute the document {e.g.,
gatekeepers,'® marketing groups, teachers, sales personnel, bureaucrats).
Unlike creative writers who get to compose exclusively for themselves,
invoking imagined audiences when the mood strikes them, document
designers must negotiate among the needs of multiple real audiences—
Juggling allegiances, mindsets, and agendas of competing stakeholders.

Part of being an expert in document design?® means being able to write
and design a single document that will satisfy the needs of multiple
audiences. For example, when creating texts intended to persuade,
document designers need to develop ideas in ways that show readers their
perspective has been understood and represented fairly. At the same time,
document designers must orchestrate the visual and verbal content so that
it encourages readers to seriously consider the position put forth through
the document, a position held by the sponsoring organization, even if it
is as mundane as “use our equipment in this way.” It would be naive to
believe that organizations that sponsor document design do so without
particular aims {e.g., educational, informational, political, or economic).
The document must meet their needs and reflect their values (in effect,
create an identity for them) as well as those of readers. This rhetorical
situation—in which document designers must take into account the
readers’ knowledge and values while at the same time furthering the goals
of an organization—is one that professionals deal with often. The seudy
below illustrates how difficult it can be to strike the balance between
readers’ needs and the organization’s needs, It shows how document
designers are sometimes stuck in the middle.

“JUST SAY NO TO DRUGS” AND OTHER
UNWEIL.COME ADVICE: TEENS SPEAK OUT

Recently my colleagues and I*' studied a context in which good writing
and visual design have the potential to make an important difference: the
design of drug education literature. We were concerned with how
teenage audiences interpret brochures intended to discourage them from
taking drugs, and more broadly with how readers may respond to the
visual and verbal messages presented through brochures that ain: to inform
and persuade. We felt that the area of drug education literature would
provide a challenging rhetorical situation to study because it is a context in
which the audience’s knowledge and values may stand in stark contrast to
those of professionals employed to write and visualize the documents.
Professionals who design drug education literature typically differ from
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19 Gatekeepers are people
who control access to
information and who, in
some cases, have the
authority to require revisions
of documents before they
are released to the intended
audience—people such as
schoal board members,
health authorities, supervi-
sors, budget officers,
personnel officers, corporate
legal teams, military
strategists, or public relations
managers.

20 The nature of expertise in
document design is an
important topic that needs
much more exploration.

2 My collaborators in this
study were Iohn R. Hayes
and Ann Steffy Cronin, We
gratefully acknowledge the
sponsor of this research: The
National Center for the Study
of Writing and Literacy
under the admiristration of
the Office of Educational
Research and Improvernent
(OERI), U.S. Department of
Education. We also thank
Patricia Chi Nespor aned
Michele Matchett for their
contributions in the early
phases of this project. An
early versicn of this study
appeared in Schriver, Hayes,
and Steffy Cronin (1996).
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their audiences in age, in point of view, in experience with drugs, in
education, and sometimes in race, culture, and social class. Designing
documents that communicate across these social and cultural boundaries is
complex because professionals may have difficulty in anticipating how
someone who may be quite unlike themselves will interpret their ideas.

Furthermore, even when professionals are good at “getting on a level”
with their readers, the organization sponsoring the document may con-
strain the “voice” document designers can create by controlling (and in
the worst cases, censoring) what may be said or illustrated.? This study
showed us how eritical it is to consider the possible interactions and
conflicts among the values of the document designer, the organization,
the gatekeepers, and the intended audience. It also made us aware of how
umportant it is to learn about what audiences believe and value by listen-
ing to them as they interpret documents.

VWhere Our Research Team Started

We began by collecting over 100 brochures and handouts from national
and local drug prevention agencies.? Many of these materials were funded
by U.S. taxpayer dollars or through grants to nonprofit organizations
during the Reagan administration. From this collection, we selected a

22 Consider the U.S. government's abysmal track record in designing effective brachures about
AIDS prevention. The first brochure from the Surgeon General that was mailed to all households
in the U.S. failed to include the word “condom” because conservatives thought its use encouraged
sexual activity, Unfortunately, almost 10 years later, the design of AIDS brochures continues to
be perverted by political agendas. For example, the New York Times (Berke, September 13,
1995 and Septamber 17, 1995) reported that when Senator Bob Dole decided to make a bid for
the 1996 presidential election, his wife, Elizabeth Dole, president of the Red Cross, cailed a hatt
to the release of already-designed AIDS brochures to be distributed nationwide, The reason was
that the illustrations were too explicit about how to put on a condom. Although writers could use
the word "condom,* illustrators had their hands tied regarding the type of drawings to make,
Hlustrators had wisely chosen to depict realistic images of people putting on condoms. But out of
fear that these drawings could be construed as sanctioning ilficit sex, fllustrators were sent back
to the drawingboard to make more technical, redical-looking illustrations. The canseguence was
the wrong revisions implemented for the wrong reasons. As this study will show, teenage
readers tend to “tune out” llustrations that laok fike they came from their biology textbooks.

%3 ngencies such as the US, Department of Health and Hurman Services, the National Office for
Substance Abuse Prevention, the National Crime Prevention Council, the Do It Now Founda-
tion, Campuses Without Drugs, and the Pittsburgh Palice Drug Abuse Resistance Education
(DARE) Program. Our research tearn respects these organizations for their continued excellent
efforts to communicate effectively with their intended audiences. Our goal was not to criticize
the work of these crganizations, but to better understand how raaders respond to drug
prevention fiterature in order to improve it.

S
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subset of brochures intended for a junior high school, high school, or
college audience. Among the brochures we studied were the following:

* Dost’t Lose a Friend to Drugs

* Here Are Seme Snappy Answers to the Question: Want Some Alcofiol
or Other Drugs?

o Smoleless Tobacco: It’s Not as Safe as You Think
* Crack: Cocaine Squared

* Crack: The New Cocaine

s lee: Crystal Methamphetamine

» Pot: A Guide for Young People

« Marijnana: Health Effects

= The Effects of Aleohol

»  Inhalants

»  Facts About Anabolic Steroids

To learn about how these documents were designed and interpreted,
we looked at the situation from three perspectives:

+ Teenagers’ interpretations of messages directed at them through
the brochures

* Gatekeepers’ (e.g., teachers or guidance counselors)** opinions
about what they look for in drug prevention messages, particu-
Jarly in brochures

* Document designers’ ideas about what they were trying to do in
creating the drug prevention messages (and what the organiza-
tions they worked for were trying to do)

I now describe what our research team did and what we found out
about these perspectives.

Exploring Teenagers’ Interpretations
of Drug Education Literature

We investigated students’ responses to the drug education brochures by
asking them to participate in focus groups, surveys, and one-on-one
interviews, or to provide think-aloud reading protocols.?® A total of 297
students from western Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and eastern Qhio,
ranging in age from 11 to 21, took part in the project.?® These students
came from diverse educational settings: inner-~city and suburban junior
high schools and high schools, private prep schools, parochial schools,
comnunity literacy centers, karate schools, business schools, vocational-
education schools, and private colleges.

|0 the context of drug
education literature,
gatekeepers disserninate
communications such as
hrochures or public service
announcerments, choosing
which brochures get put in
waiting rooms, counselors’
offices, and the like,
Gatekeepers exert influence
over whether audiences ever
see the communications its
organization may have
bought, commissioned, or
received from other
crganizations. For a
discussion, see the U.S.
Department of Health
(1934).

25 For readers of this book
who are not famifiar with
these methods for evaluating
texts, | recommend reading
the scurces mentioned in
footnote 12,

26 Special thanks to the
teachers and students at
Pittsburgh’s Gateway Technical
Institute, Riverview High
School of Qakmont, the
Community Literacy Center
of Pittsburgh's Northside, the
Jewish Community Center of
Squirrel Hill, the Baptist Youth
Group of Allegheny County,
the Defense Tactics Institute
of West Virginia, the Karate
Schoot of Pittsburgh, Robert
Morris College, Carnegie
Mellon University,
Westinghouse High School
of Pitisburgh, Shadyside
Academy of Fox Chapel, and
Carlynton Junior High of
Rosslyn Farms, Pernsylvania.
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We chose our methods for collecting data—surveys, think-aloud
protocols, interviews, and focus groups—with several goals in mind. In
particular, the surveys were designed to evaluate students’

* Understanding of the facts about the drugs (e.g., how many
times can a person smoke crack before becoming addicted?)

* Opinions about the writing and visual design of the brochures
* Beliefs about the persuasiveness of the brochures

The think-aloud protocols provided a detailed view of students’
sentence-by-sentence, picture-by-picture comprehension of the brochures.
The interviews and focus groups elicited students’ general impressions of
the content presented in the brochures. With the permission of students,
their parents, and their teachers, we videotaped the focus groups,
interviews, and think-aloud protocols.

We visited classrooms where teachers allowed us to talk with their
students for a few hours in the morning or afternoon. We began by asking
students to read a drug brochure and then evaluate its quality by respond-
Ing to a survey. From each class, we asked a few studens to provide
think-aloud reading protocols or to take part in one-on-one interviews
while the other students read silently and filled in the survey. After the
surveys, protocols, or interviews, the entire class participated in a focus
group session, during which we prompted students to respond to the
features of the brochures that struck them as effective or mneffective. We
posed questions such as these:

Overall impression

* What is your impression of the brochure?
* What about this brochure makes you want to read it?

* If you saw this brochure on a rack in a guidance counselor’s
office, would you pick it up? Would you take it home?
» Y

Interpretation of the main ideas

* What ideas does the brochure tell you about?
* What are the main points of the brochure?

* Does this brochure help you make an opinion about its main
points?

* Does this brochare change your mind about anything?
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Impression of the visual design

* Do you like the way this brochure looks?
* What do you think of the pictures, tables, or diagrams?

* What about the appearance of this brochure catches your eye
and makes you want to look it over?

Impression of the author

* Did you imagine an author when you read this?
¢ If you did imagine an author, what is the author like?

* Can you point to places in the brochure that make you feel ¢his way?

Impression of the intended audience
* What does the author think the reader is like?
* Does the author have a point of view about the reader?

+ Canyou point to places in the brochure that make you feel this way?

Students told us several important things about the drug education
literature: how well the writing “spoke” to them, how well the graphics
and visual design worked, who they believed might have produced the
drug literature, and who they thought the author was writing to. They
also provided feedback regarding the effectiveness of the brochures, that
is, would these documents actually have any effect on someone who is
considering taking drugs?

Teenagers Respond to the Text and Graphics

Students’ responses revealed that although most of the brochures were
clearly written and visualized in terms of sentence structure, choice of
language, and ease of understanding the graphics, they did not work very
well for the intended audience. We found that students’ interpretations
developed partly in response to the main ideas of the drug education
literature and partly from their perception of who they believed wrote the
text and why. In general, students understood the facts about the drugs
discussed in the brochures, that is, they had little trouble comprehending
the main points. They also had few problems figuring out what the
pictures were intended to represent, at least on a literal level; they could
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27 Interestingly, not all
students in our study befieved
the picture in Figure 3.1 was
of an African American.
Interviews with writers on
the document design team
revealed that they were
worried about the
organization's choice of
illustrator, reporting that “he
always draws pictures of
blacks that lcok like they're
from that old TV show, The
Mod Squaad.”
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readily see that a diagram of a heart was supposed to be a heart. But
importantly, students’ understanding of the main ideas and the intended
meaning of the graphics did not appear to have much to do with whether
or not they were persuaded by the document.

Students’ interpretations of the “just say no” rhetorical stance often ran
counter to the expectations of the organizations sponsoring the brochures.
Students were quick to infer an authorial agenda in presenting the mes-
sage, an agenda that document designers and the organizations they
worked for may or may not have intended. Teenagers displayed consider-
able rhetorical sophistication in evaluating the text and graphics directed at
them. They were astute in making inferences about the author and in
identifying textual clues that suggested the author’s beliefs about them. An
exanunation of scudents’ responses to several of the brochures vividly
makes these points.

Don’t Lose a Friend to Drugs (shown in Figure 3.1) is a trifold brochure
aimned at middle school students and high school freshmen. Of the 90
students who evaluated this brochure, only two students liked it. One
student remarked that the pictures in the brochure made the whole thing
seem “too kiddy,” and, as one ninth-grader said, “If I looked at the
picture, I'd think it was for eight-year-olds and I wouldn’t read it.”
Another told us, “If I saw ¢his on a rack, I'd pass it by.”

Some students zeroed in on how outdated the character portrayed in
the brochure was; one student described him as “a seventies kind of guy,”
while another scoffed, “Is that [his hair] supposed to be an Afro? What a
throwback to Jheri curl or my dad’s Afro-sheen days.” Students were
insulted by the character’s implied ethnicity; one asked: “Why is a black
man on the inside in the middle? Why do they show black males in all
these brochures?”?

Students’ comments in the focus groups and think-aloud protocols
showed they were accustomed to judging visuals, readily inferring mean-
ings (intended or not) from the choice and design of graphics, Students
remarked that many of the illustrations across the set of the brochures
were “msulting,” “corny,” and even “pitiful.” One student offered this
sobering suggestion:

I think they should take actual photographs of people on
drugs. My friend’s cousin is on drugs, well ... he Jjust sits
there and laughs.... That’s how gone he is.... I think they
should use pictures of people just looking into space. 1
mean that cover with the hand pulling away the other
hand with the pill in it, that’s just lame. The story Is
dumb. Give us some credit.




Some guy’s trying to take a
pill and another’s trying fo
stop him, It’s good bue, it

needs more detail and more

colors to draw your attention

fo it ... or a picture of a
gy who's really messed up.
As is, you're like what’s up
with this guy?

HOW DOCUMENTS ENGAGE READERS’ THINKING AND FEELING

This sounds so typical ...
person uses drugs, person
gets help, person gets life
back on frack, It’s lile
whenever pon get one of
these pamphlets that’s alf it
is. Person gets help at some
center and he’s QK. Tell
about Irim dying or him
destroying his life.

[

Maybe if you explain nore
Jacts about drngs or what
they do fo you. Or even
when you're under the
influence what kinds of
things happen to you,
Many teenagers don’t lenow
all the effects of drugs, so
like you could tell true
stories of what happened.
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I think that you coild just
give them the facrs and it's
their decision whether they
want to try them or not.
You should iike have a list
of drugs and effects—just
state the facts. This is too
long, nobody’s going to read
it.
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suturb taok it upon
homselves ta organiia
Credtive, H0sltive ways to
spend tmy, Buch ac Lips,
tnavips, dissurilon groups,
asrobict, &nd semmunily
1e1vice projecis, Theee
sctiviltint hot only discoutsgn
drug abusd, but buitd taens’
sailiestozm and give tham
rofos 1o play i the

Snllling cen produce hasn
Tallure o7 Metfogation.
Cacalng ks more duadiy sod
addictiva than most pecple
Tastire, shd gocsing deaths
have jumped dramstically in
Ihedost fews yaars.

Gel the namop and phane
numbars ol foeal hotings
wnel drug atuse counreling
sarvizas. They usuplly are
ligfed In thatglephone
ditegtary under critis
services, aicohol abuse

ion and treatmant,

Learn how to tatk to yaur
peers and younger bids
ot ths gargers of
atursing drugs oad skahat,
Many sommunitias have
programs thet teath
frenagers haw ta counsed
others abayt the prabiems
+hai 1ezns face, Including
subHance abuza, In one
rural midwestar tpwn, slae
high schoo athistes are
18in8d 20 Mnsch siemantary
and midete sehool ctudents
about drg and

abuse.

o1 drug shuse information.
Other sources are
eommunlty and ahoot
bulfstin boords, libraslor, or
the lacal pewspapor. sk
your 2thaol or hospital abour
1pacial programa far
enagory.

Remind your livads that
BUYin Of Rostateing pot,
<oering, L3O, PCP. and
mact athar gryoris agalnat
(he Law, Baing artssted snd
g4tting g police record may
o1 Brem ko & bigt deal ngw,
could ba when applying

d6nl peed drugs or afzohol
1o have fun, Make a
cormmitmont |15 ba healthy,
andin contrel ol your own
future,

. Mako up » contract
Briwsan you and Yok

narents that eays you will do.

vaur bust 15 featn abaut ha
effocts.of llegal substonces
and ditcuts prer pressurs
writh yout parents. Your
Paiats, in tuin, sgre (o be
epileble 15 you 15 discuss

devs and sieahol nnd notta

dtlve sltss dhrintirsg,

0]

fat b job ot olioge.

Reémambor, il Lakes courage
1o holpa triend who his o
diug probism.

But b sl frigogd witk lry,

How about #4 of the six

ways te say no, skip parties.
Well, parties aren’t the only

Place drugs are available,
How aboui school and
everyday life, so maybe we
should start skipping school
{eiggles),

4 Figure 3.1 Teenagers' responses to a brochure about help

|

The stxth way to “say 10"
is corny ... you’d say hey
mom, how about a contract?
She'd say, low about a
slap? This looks like it was
written by someone who’s in
some Washington office
biilding all the time and
never gefs outside,

Prevention Council, Washington, DC,

Oh that picture is so
cheezy. Plus is he supposed
to be black? Why are black
tten ahvays shown in these
brochures? I resent this crap!
Like why is he siiling and
wity doesn’t he have nonnal
eyebrows ... his jacket T
sean, it's like gross. Is he
supposed to be happy? They
should get input_from other

youing people.

1 thinte the part "If some-
one you kiow has a problem
here’s how you cant help” is
good because there’s some
ablreviations in there that
catch your eye ... PCP,
LS. I like chat cause it
tnakes yout want to read it
... maybe they could also
tell triie stories like how
somebody on drugs gouged
out their eyes,

ing a friend on drugs. Courtesy of The National Crime
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| Here are some SNAPPY ANSWERS

The title makes it sound  +| to the | Nebody says “Want same
lile when you open this QUESTION . .. alcoliol or other drigs?”
bozx the flyer asks you if ‘ That “or other” sounds

you want some dnrgs or ;-,gaﬂy weird.
alcohol. Sick. And they
don’t say stuff we could
really do, just “say no”
with one of these
“snappy’’ answers ...

which are lame at best.

= WWhat are these little
triangles? Ol 1o, I guess
this is supposed to be acid.
Why do they nse drugs o
decorate the letiers if they
dre not trying to make
using drugs seem fun? It

No thanks, I'd rather walk my pet

A
It sounds more like a joke. ' " python. seans od o e
Some people would just A Noway, I'mina skateboarding .-~ This one’s OK, but I'd
say “not with you,” but contest today. say “boarding.”
these say, “I have to walk A Uhuh, | need all my wits about
my python (laughs).” me to write my new rap song. L~ This one’s funny. You
These answers are kind of A With YOU?? could say it like in a
stupid. 1t sounds like the A No thanks, I'm saving my bad “smart” way. Lilee you
author is a nerdy white . breath for'pepperoni pizga. could say it with an
guy that was cooped up in A You must be kidding! If I'm going attitude. It’s the only one I

fuis office too long. Maybe
they siould tell wihy taking
dritgs is bad. They could
say blow-by-biow what
happens to you.

could say. The other ones

i A doi
to ruin my body, I'd rather 't would get you beaten up.

with a hot fudge sundae.

No thank you, | need all my\

brain cells, so I'd rather have | Gt a grip! Only “goodie-
noodle soup. goodies” falke lilee this.

No thanks, my coach will leave ™ Was this written by
me on the bench.

I'd rather not. I'm too speciat.\
“No thanks, nry coach will No thanks, | don't like the taste. ™~ [ fikee this one “I better

bl 1
keep e on the bench. No thanks, I'm all-American. i'll sot, I'm foo special,”
But, it’s not very stick to milk,

NOT!
interesting. They should \

tse move pictires ... if ~— People never admit to

B

L . 1€’ ?
This is aimed at kids | someone’s grandma;

pretty much because if says

[ gl i S

oy
they really wanted to make asap drinking mille in front of
; U5, DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES riends. This is str .
an impact they should use o S AT OF VAU O WRUANSERUES Sriends. This is strange

Offizo for Substance Abuse Frevention

pictures of a dead guy.

A Figure 3.2 Teenagers’ responses to a flyer intended to give them ways to “say no to drugs.” Courtesy of the Office of
Substance Abuse Prevention and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Washington, DC,




HOW DOCUMENTS ENGAGE READERS’ THINKING AND FEELING

A one-page pamphlet, Here are Some SNAPPY ANSWERS to the
Question: Want Some Alcohol or Other Drugs? (shown in Figure 3.2 on the
opposite page), advises preteens how to “just say no” when offered drugs.
At best, students found the idea of “snappy answers” dumb and conde-
scending. Students ridiculed answers such as “No thanks, 'm
all-American. I'll stick to milk"—identifying them as glaringly inadequate
for coping with the reality of America’s playgrounds and streets.

One student reasoned, “A pusher would have a more powerful come-
back if someone was dumb enough to say one of these.” Another student
pointed out the danger of using inappropriate responses like “I’d rather
have a hot fudge sundae,” predicting “You'd get beat up if you said this.”
Students suggested that writers should “create a realistic scenario, maybe
put themselves in a situation ... like a realistic play, but just don’t have a
hokey script.” Rather than offering “snappy answers,” students advised
prompting teens to “really think about drugs and what can happen....
Make "em really think about their lives.”

Again and again, students pointed to differences between their perspec-
tive and the author’s (that is, their inferences about the author). Some
recommended bridging the gap by involving the audience directly in the
document design: “We [the students] should write it.... We should have a
say.” Students seemed to have an implicit model of the benefits of usabil-
ity testing and participatory design (see Schuler & Namioka, 1993). They
felt that either “teenage drug users” or “kids who have had firsthand
experience with someone who has had a problem with drugs” would
reach the intended audience better because “adults can’t really see.”

Students were more impressed with Smokeless Tobacco (shown on the
following page in Figure 3.3). They found the message compelling and
were very positive about the author’s attitude toward them as readers.
They responded favorably to the author’s “it’s your decision” rhetorical
stance. They thought the facts about what smokeless tobacco does to the
body were effective and that imagining the gruesome effects made the
topic real.

Although students liked the way the brochure was written, they
criticized its ugly appearance. The original was printed on yellow-gold
paper. Students thought the paper looked cheap and said that illustrations
and graphics were needed “so you don’t have to imagine what it looks
like to have your mouth destroyed.” As one student put it:

I would include graphic pictures of actual tissue damage.
This is what your mouth is going to look like in so many
years ... you know, stuff that is going to make the kids
cringe ... [ think that might work.
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Loolking at the cover yon
don’t get any idea of what
this is about. The coffec cup
and pouch don’t have any
effect on me. A little more
color wonld be good. It
remtinds me of a_fehoval's
Witnesses brochure and your
always try to slam the door
it their face.

Ithink that they should
make this more interesting.
If I picked this up and
looked inside I wouldn’t
waitf to read it. It’s a lor of
wiiting all close together.
They should put those
bubbles around it like the
ones i carfoons.

It is good that instead of
Just telling you that yeu can
get oral cancer they describe
it. White lesions—+hat
sounds forrible, siclkening
... but a picare would be
tnore convinging, The words
have big spaces between
them. Why is that?

N\

These facts say there are
chemicals in chewing tobacco
that your don’t think abont
being in these. That’s good.
People who do it think if's
Just a thing you put in your
wionth. By the way, this
brochure looks typed—Iiike
they used a really old
typewriter, It’s ugly. Get a
conputer.

l

Do you

feature a

and c¢ool?

lethal asu

ground

gum  whera
saliva,

cobacco~-commonly
snuff or chewing tobacco?ire
gou thinking about using it
ecause your friends

or  because
popular
who preompotes S
it’s safe, clean, convenient
You've

hal 5moking, it iz a
definite health haz
can cause visible dapage in
Jjuat a few months. n
or sniffing iz alsc as habit
forming as smoking.

A wad of snuff,
tobacce,
between the lower
it mixes t
and the nicotine is

and nicotine effects.

e e

" Dra}\]l Can:or-—!{gst lsnuff
and chew users develop a
usa smozg%egs soft,  white lesion in  the
mouth. This lesion, called

leukoplakia, 1s caused by

do it 1rrétanon.th Ergm direct

i contact wi obicco julce.
adwermggg‘fg\ég Five percent of leukoplakia

chew and says

heard of Dontal

the dangers of gsmoking and hrinki

vou think smokeless tobacco ghri:ﬁégg exposn%umthe“ﬁgggﬁ
will let you enjoy tobacco and root an, eads o
safelg-. Well, although decay, tooth abrasion and
smokeless tobacca is not as tootg loss.

ard that

. congtriction | . blcod
Chewing veszels which incyeases
hlood  pressure , thereb:

increasing the risk ]

: heart attacks and strokes.
finel Tobacco roducts also

is place dacroage the  senses  of
lip and taste and smell which could

with lead to

absorbed cthrough the 1ip,
gum,  tongue ‘and  throat, Nicotine is alse believed
Snuff can also be inhaled to be habit forming. It
through the nose. directly affacus the
nervous system causing a
Chaw, . coarzsely cuk feeling of euphoria = ang
tobacce, 1% placed in the atimulation which is
cheek, next 'to cthe tecth followed by a psychological
and gums and is sucked or dépression. Your brain .oply
chewead. Nicotine retembers the poszitive
penatrates the lining  of feeling, that iz why Ou
the mouth and js _absorbed want Lo use nicotine agaln,
into the body. EBucessive Te feel good, o person with
ng;ttmg usually odaiir ] a4 nicotine habit needs a
whether chewing tobaccoe “boost" about every thirty
or dipping snuff. minutes while awake.
All  smokeless tobacco  ig So, now  you  sge  that
believed cause oral gmokeless tobacco iz far
cancer, dental problens from harmless. Look at the

faces.

cases develop oral cancer.
bacause the

Hicotine--causegs
of

salt and sugar inctake.

It's your decision.\

Problama«-occur
tobarce causes

ingrease in

!

This cover is boring. A
gmiesotne picture on the
Sfront wonld be an attention-
getter. I saw a brochure with
a pictire of a guy who used
chewing tobacco and his face
was all destroyed—it was
really gross. It was really
effective. P'd never touch
chew now.

A Figure 3.3 Teenagers’ responses to a brochure about the dang

|

I think sometimes just
showing what it will do
tnight show people how to
use it. If the brachure tells
what chew will do or where
to put it in your mouth,
kids will understand how to
use if better. So if more
people read this, mere
peaple might do it.

Health Department, Pittsburgh, PA.

|

These facts are good. Even
though you conld say, “I
use a brand that's not as
farmful,” you're still
influenced by this message.
It might even convinee me
more if there was a
testirnonial from a baseball
player who used chew.

A

Here they say it is your
decision—you can use cherw
and get cancer or you can
igniore it and your won’r,
1It’s good that they’re clear
about giving you a choice.
They respect us and think
we have a mind! But they
should show what it does to
your inonth.

ers of smokeless tobacco. Courtesy of the Alleghen y County



HOW DOCUMENTS ENGAGE READERS' THINKNG AND FEELING

Some felt that a famous baseball player who had tissue damage should
be featured (a strategy often used in videos about the dangers of drugs). A
number of students thought that a well-known and respected spokesper-
son would add credibility to the brochures. Others felt the focus should be
on making the tobacco companies “the enemy,” arguing “they don’t care
about us ... they just want our money.”? As one ninth-grade female said
to another,

Those tobacco companies don't care if we die, girl. But
we’re not the fools they make us be.

In addition to pointing out problems caused by the lack of illustrations
in Smokeless Tobacco, students made judgments about its graphic design and
typography. Students did not have insider language for graphic and
typographic features such as layout, typeface, word spacing, kerning,
leading, or format. But even so, they readily saw these features, As one
student observed:

Once you read Sniokeless Tobacco you like it, but when
you glance it over, you think, boy, this is really cheap
looking. Look at the letters and the spaces there between
the words, like it was done in somebody’s basement. It's
so ugly you don’t want to read it. If you didn’t ask me to
read it, I wouldn’t have ... even though I did like it.

In other brochures we tested, we found that students’ interpretations of
pictorial graphics, especially representational illustrations and cartoon-like
line art, were influenced by associations they made between what was
pictured and their personal lives. For example, in Pot: A Guide for Young
People (part of which is shown in Figure 3.4 on the following page),
students commented that the cartoons of a “stoned guy with the munchies
watching TV” made pot smoking “look like fun.” One student, a fresh-
man in college, thought that it looked like an “ad for pot which featured
the celebrities, Cheech and Chong, from those classic stoner films of the
1960s.” To probe his interpretation further, we repeated his comuments in
our focus groups with junior high school students and were met with
blank stares. Younger teens had never heard of Cheech and Chong. One
eighth-grader asked, “who is this old guy with the long hair supposed to
be? He’s weird.”

Members of the document design team may have been teenagers in the
1960s; the llustration style appears to be influenced by Robert Crumb of
Zap Comix. Clearly, document designers need to be miore aware that the
same graphic can mean very different things to readers from different age
groups. Readers’ comments about the graphics made us realize the
importance of paying attention both to the connotations of graphics and
to their visual tone.
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28Ry contrast, some students
had not yet formed an
opinion and seemed highly
susceptible to messages
directed at them. The twelve-
year cld boy pictured at the
bottom left on page 170
(wearing a Kool cigarette T-
shirt) said this as he read
Smokeless Tobacco: *| guess
| don't know what | think. If |
read this and it shows me
how to put it behind my lip,
then | know how to use it. So
some people might try it out.
It says that the snuff is not as
bad as the smoking...”
Impressionable young people
such as this boy seem likely
targets of tobacco advertis-
ing. A survey in 1996 of
teenage smoking by the
Center for Disease Control
indicated that 34.8 percent
of high schoofl students age
17 and under said they had
smoked in the previous
menth, up from 27.5 percent
in 1991. Says Dr. Michael
Eriksen, head of the Center's
Office on Smoking and
Health, “teenage smoking is
almost a mathematical
function of adult disap-
proval” (Mansnerus, 1996}
In August 1996, President
Clinton announced new
steps by the Food and Drug
Administration to fimit the
marketing of tobacco to
minGrs,
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[ l i Alnni nquLI: non] avl.uu PARKERA
!

A GUIDE FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

fy 1990
Aro we having fun, yet? Up In Smoke: "Munchio Mania® THC tickies the taste Bang for the buck: Today's siralns pack more
The 'spactater drug' strikes again. Homo erectus meots Steno porplaxus, buds and thickens the waistline. punch and potentia! probioms,
A Figure 3.4 Pictures from Readers found the words and pictures in the brochure Marijuana:
a brochure intended to Health Effects (see Figure 3.5 on the next page) to convey mixed messages.

ecducate students about the . . .
effects of marjuana on the  Some students believed it simultaneously encouraged and discouraged

body. Reprinted with the drug use. On one hand, they thought the picture of the marijuana leaf on

ﬁﬁgﬁgﬁg’;;%ﬁgrg PN the cover Wwas attractive and that it presented a positive image of the drug.
One tenth grader commented: “you could wear the leaf on your T-shirt
or cap.” On the other hand, they thought the fact-like presentation of the
health effects made using marijuana seem harmful. They thought the
words and pictures were “out of sync.”

Students’ responses to Marijuana: Health Effects were unlike those to
Stiokeless Tobacco in that students who read the martjuana brochure
thought the health effects were dull and unpersuasive while students who
read about smokeless tobacco found the health effects fascinating and
Interestingly gory. QOur research team got the impression that citing health
effects might be persuasive if the teenager could look in the mirror and
imagine himself or herself looking different because he or she used a
particular drug, For example, students mentioned how turned oft to drugs
they would be if they looked in the mirror and saw rashes, pimples,
blisters, canker sores, or swollen (or nuissing) body parts (as could be the
case in an alcohol-related traffic accident).

Alternatively, students “tuned out” almost immediately when the
brochures depicted “inside the body” diagrams of the heart, lungs, or
brain. This was especially so when the diagrams were of disembodied
body parts such as line drawings of the heart, lungs, or brain. Several
Junior high school students mentioned that the pictures of body parts
reminded them of their “boring biology books™ or “Mr. Hall’s health
class.”




To really get people’s atien-
tion, show pictures of people
who get high. Maybe little
cartoott characters . ., well
no, not actually the regular
kind of cartoon characters.
That wonld be dumb, but
tot Black aud white pictures,
eolorfirl pichires.

I

HOW DOCUMENTS ENGAGE READERS' THINKING AND FEELING

Aot of this writing won't
have any impact. They
should have a celebrity more
in touch with kids telling
them don’t do drugs, lile
Madonna and show pictures
flaughteri. Well, maybe not
Madonna but a celebrity—a
heroine everybody conld
relate fo.

\

This does nof look
interesting. I'd like to see
the governwient come out
with a brochure that is move
on the offensive. Lile low
about showing a drug user
as an astronatf to show how
you can’t do a good job if
you're high.

/
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This wor’t influence leids,
Is this brochure atmed at
parents? So parents can talk
to kids? This medical stuff
is boring, Who cares about
the immune system? There
should be wmore stuff parents
could say to make kids care,

MARIJUANA

HEALTH EFFECTS
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1 think keids will pick up
this brochure. I picked up
brochures like this a few
fimes. It's attractive—yon
cotild wear a hat with this
leaf o it, your lenow
(laughter). The picture of
the marijuana leaf is cool. It
might malee them want to
fry if.

!

Pretty nucl anybody conld
have wrote this, Al they
had to do was to loofe up
information abont pot, put
it all together and you have
somtething that they think is
iforniational. But that’s
only if you read it. This
fooks like someone was
Ziven an assigmuent. They
went to the libiary, Then
they put it fogether in this
and photocopied it by the
thousards.

A Figure 3.5 Teenagers’ responses 1o a brochure about the
the permission of DIN Publications, Tempe, AZ,

L

When I read this it seemed
that they didi’t kot the
answers fo the guestions
they asked. What they
should do is try to get kids’
attention in the beginning.
Then have stories of people
of different ages. With
pictrses telling the bad
things that happened to
them when they took drugs—
storfes of people wio got
killed or died wihile using
drigs.

1

You get aut of this what
You want to get oui of ihris,
Linean if you're a pot
smoker and you're trying to
qreit, sure, you can find out
fow to quiit. You know,
stuff like that. But if yor:
don’t care about quitting.
You're just going to blow off
this brochure and not get
anything out of it,

potential hazards of smoking marjjuana on heaith. Reprinted with
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A one-page handout, Inhalants (see Figure 3.6), was designed to offer older
students (particularly freshmen in college) advice about the effects of sniffing
acrosols and solvents. It came as part of 2 package of six one-page handouts
on drug education topics such as alcohol or cocaine. Students in our study
rated it “the best” of the six. They thought the topic was interesting and
wanted to know more about the effects of inhalants, particularly what
happens moment by moment. This handout promoted a lot of positive
discussion of the sort “it makes you really think about it.”

Yet as the comments in Figure 3.6 show, some students were ambivalent
about the effectiveness of the message. Students’ criticisms arose mainly
from the picture of the body. As one student questioned,

I already know where my brain, heart, and lungs are. Do
they think we’re dumb? Can’t they think of a better picture?

These students wanted content about drugs that was different from what
they had seen already in brochures for younger audiences. As one college
freshman student put it:

[learned this stuff in high school. Now I want more depth
about what inhatants do. You know, make me really want
to read this with some new stuff,

Teenagers Construct an Image
of Who May Be Speaking to Them

Although worrying over issues of writing and design are crucial, a key to
composing persuasive documents may lie in anticipating readers’ perceptions
of who may be speaking, of the persona projected through the text. Much
like document designers who may imagine their audience, readers may
construct an image of the speaker as an individual or as an organization
comprised of people—for example, an organizational identity or a corporate
voice. Of course this image may or may not bear any resemblance to the
actual author(s) of the text.?* And it may or may not be the image that
authors intend to project. Walker Gibson—one of the best prose style

29 Research suggests that readers may also consider the actual author a critical piece of
information. For example, readers have been known to judge the merit of scientific articles and
proposals, at least in part, by who wrote them and by who is cited in the bibliography or
references. Even when articles and proposats are judged using blind peer reviews, it is still
sometimes easy to figure out who the author is by making inferences ahout who “shows up” in
the references. Exparts use these clues to develop hypotheses about what the auther knows, what
the text might say, what paint of view it might take, how novel the arguments might be, or how
truthful it might be (see, for example, Bazerman, 1985; Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Biakeslee,
1993; Bobbitt-Nolen, Johnson-Crowley, & Wineburg, 1994; Charnay, 1893, Wineburg, 1991).
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There shouldn’t be so
snch text. Images and
symbols are nuich stronger.
The stacking of text into
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blocks is a good idea, But
the “Tuhalants” paragraph
tirns me off. It’s obviously
aiined more toward people
with backgrounds like in
science or math.

/|

Here they highlight the
word “perceived” but then
they don’t highlight the
categoyies of inhalants, It’s
like inconsistent.

Uie of inkatants ‘l,awug Ll
“hullagh — hersme 2emong you
2nd adolascentt with (ghn wkffing dunng Uu |950!
and costinued though the 1080% a2 it spresd to
wzliiy otfier woiatde subslanzes. Dotpite Whe greal
dargers anseciated with Inhatasts, most uszrs paretive
them t0 £2 hasmiess betsute these dhugt soo gentralty
common Bousehold, autemative o oifica products (hat
aru LEGAL FOR WTENDED MRFDGE. Most of these prodasts
carcy watning fatels and aduiss use rly with ateaunts
ventiaton,

- TEnittng,
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dacge (@ brain taiin #0d ollan resudiing i maliocation:
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rose and mouth, riuady resulting in fass of smed and
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* This looks to e lile a
health_fornt, a handout
you get at the murse’s office
and never read. Aud
pritting these on ihis
colored paper is like low
budget. Even if you folded
it like a brochure it wonld
be more interesting than,
you kuow, fust siniply
giving the persen a hand-
out like it was torm off a
bulletin board with frat
annoicetnents. It’s much
1more interesting to have
some kind of fold-out,
Even in white and black.

You know, I like the way /

e EFFFECTS FROM INHALANTS  mau

B e e \

; Er EETRE i

that they have the big blocks P :-.WMW.W i L didn’t even bother to
H rireased celazian Linasa Gawetiez g
of type that have inporiant i L read the long, involved
; . . Fadbernth Rttrvry 3
infor 1 ofher than ji s e
ife rmafio the 1 just wnge= i bt e pavagraphs at the top of

the facts like people dic in it sl I

the page, I was 1nore

At s

aleohol accidents., I mean S LN . ) .
y lrj dy I j e ;‘f"";:u:':z*‘*""“ toctin interested i reading ihe

ost people already know S e ot brskerstseten i .
most peop y &Ho iy diagrant and the Hsts. |

Heses damagatoss of frekng
Pt mainees
4645 6 bat

that. But I thinlk they could
say a little more. They
could have more indepth emimms
info about what inhalants B /

Velutlle et % Eragrsts

wanted mose diagrams

are, and then go down to /

the diagrams and stuff It went downhill in the
diagram. I think they could

have improved on the
diagram and 1ot made it
such an eyesore. The way
there’s dois in there is kind
of an eyesore. The picture
is, well ... it has no, it’s
Just kind of a figure. It has
no value.

I think that sometinies the
diagrams like this are bind
of effective. What if they
used actual photos of things
that happen that go along
with drugs? Like things that
happen, I mean, where the
drugs come_from, who’s in
danger, you fnow actual
Jootage of what happened.

R R ) .
[t .
and pictures and less text,
J And I mean tfext that went
I together with the visuals,

They give you a definition
of “volatile” way down at
the bottonr theve and in the
corner, And when it says
“volatile” in the text, you
have to go way down to the
boiton: to see what it means,
And they don’t define other
terins at all, like “nitrates,”
What de I think they mean
by that? I have no idea.

You know, when they're
talleing abont volatile
nitrates, they list amyl
nitrate, and, I mean, wiy
are we supposed to know
what these are? Am I
getting anything extra by
reading this? NO!

& Figure 3.6 Teenagers’ responses to a flyer intended to warn them about the dangers of inhalants. Courtesy of Campuses

Without Drugs, International, Inc., Pittsburgh, PA.
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analysts of the twentieth century and someone who has written extensively
on persona (1966, 1969)—suggests that opening a text is like meeting a new
person you've never met who wants to convince you of something.
When readers meet someone or some organization as they do through a
document, they may try to bring a neutral attitude to the meeting.

But we are bombarded with impressions of such power ...
that the most we can do is reserve our mmpressions with as
much readiness for correction as possible.

[W]hen someone tells us something, no matter how well
we may know him, how adjusted to his appearance we
may be, our understanding of fis meaning is almost
certainly more than verbal, involving a sense of the him
that is talking, at the moment, in the flesh, before us.
[italics in original] (Gibson, 1966, pp. 6=7)

Research tells us that readers may indeed construct an tmage of the
person or organization talking, an image of someone trying to make an
impression on them. Hatch, Hill, and Hayes (1993), for example, found
that the essays high-school seniors write to gain acceptance to college are
Jjudged by university admissions counselors—at least in part—by the persona
the student applicant projects. Admissions counselors in their study were
asked to judge a set of 20 essays written by high-school students who
wanted to enroll in a private university in the Northeast. Before the adimis-
sions counselors made their judgments, the essays were first evaluated by a
group of writing teachers who agreed on which essays projected a positive
or negative image of the person who wrote it. Counselors were told that
all 20 essays were written by students who had been wait-listed (that 1s,
they were at the top of the list as the next best candidates to admit).
Counselors were advised that all 20 students were about equal from an
academic point of view—that is, they had comparable grades, recommen-
dations, and Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores. Their task was to
admit 10 of the 20 students. The key difference in who the counselors
chose to admit was the persona students projected through their writing,

Hatch and her colleagues found that the personality students projected
was significantly correlated with the counselors’ decisions. Counselors
voted to admit students who conveyed a positive persona twice as often as
those wheo projected a negative one. A positive persona was related to
traits such as sincerity, sensitivity to other people, and eagerness to accept
diverse perspectives. A negative persona was associated with Insincerity,
egocentrism, and insensitivity to diverse perspectives.

It is reasonable to believe that the persona projected by a document may
play a powerful role in readers’ acceptance of the message. Unfortunately,




HOW DOCUMENTS ENGAGE READERS’ THINKING AND FEELING

document designers typically have no way of introducing themselves and
the organizations they work for beyond what they can make the reader
see by means of words and graphics in various arrangements.3 The visible
language of a document invites the reader to make guesses about who is
speaking, to infer a personality just as they might in a social situation.

But unlike a face-to-face encounter—where conversants get nultiple
cues for assessing how the communication is going throngh gesture,
intonation, facial expression, the setting, and so on—the reader of a
document has only words and images to go on. As document designers
introduce themselves through a document, their choices of words and
graphics have an absolute importance and finality. Unlike the give-and-take
of face-to-face interaction, in which conversants can repair a failing conversa-
tion, document designers have no backup resources for fixing a bad
interaction with a reader. Document designers get only one chance to
dramatize themselves and the organizations they work for, one chance to
communicate effectively with the reader. When evaluating a document, a
reader is by no means ready to reserve judgment, to wait and see. “A
reader can shut the book at any moment, at the slightest displeasure”
(Gibson, 1966, p. 8).

Because our research team was interested in the persuasiveness of the
drug education brochures, we wanted to know not only whether the
message was presented in a convincing way, but also whether students
constructed an image of the persona. Moreover, if readers imagined a
person or organization behind that text, could that image influence their
acceptance of the message? We uncovered these perceptions in three
ways. First, during the protocols and interviews, we found that students
made comments about their impressions of the message and the author
without being asked. Second, in the focus groups, we asked students
directly whether they imagined an author as they read. Third, in the
surveys, we asked students to rate the persuasiveness of the brochures and,
if they imagined an author, to characterize the person or organization.”!

31 Our methods may seem a bit intrusive in that we prompted readers to think about the
author, something they may or may not have done ordinarily. By asking students about

whether they imagined an author, we may have inadvertently influenced ther to fmagine cne.

However, in the interviews and think-aloud protocols, conditions in which we did nos prompt
students to address issues of persona, we found that students mare than occasionally made
remarks in reference to a persen or a group they imagined speaking. We hypothesize that
documents routinely present readers with images of organizational or corporate identity (e.g.,
about values, knowledge, credibility, politics, trustworthiness, attitudes toward customers, ang
50 on). Learning how readers make judgments about an organization’s identity is a difficult
area to study for it requires choosing research methods that do not lead the reader. This study
suggests that, indeed, there is scme psychological reality to the concept of persona.
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30 parsona or voice is usually
engendered by a combina-
tion of visual and verbal cues
which suggest tone, noint of
view, and rhetorical stance
(the attitude of the speaker
toward the listener). People
commonly identify the
persona or the voice with the
character of the speaker. The
concept we use here
corresponds to what Elbow
(1994) calls “rescnant
voice,” that is, “the relation
of textual features to an
inferred person behind the
text” (p. xxxvil), The resonant
voice has no necessary
relation to the real person,
group, or organization who
wrote it; nevertheless, that
voice may influencea in
powerful ways how the
listener, viewer, or reader
inagines the author, In some
cases, the persona may be
projected explicitly by
mentioning the name of the
authar, by providing
biographical information
about the people who
worked on the document, or
by profiling the crgan-
ization’s history or
philosoghy. In these cases,
although the author tries to
manage the reader’s image
of who is speaking, readers
construct their own image,
sometimes agreeing with the
image the author intended to
project but at other times
dimissing it as exaggerated,
self-serving, or hypocritical.
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Students reported that they sometimes pictured an individual writer, but
more often saw the author in terms of an institutional “they,” citing health
agencies or the government as author. One student put it this way:

I think the writer is someone who is, you know, higher
up ... someone who would never come to my neighbor-
hood, but who wants to control us ... someone like very
detached.. ..

They might have a purpose, but they’re doing it just
because they need to put out information someone told
them to put down.

For the most part, stndents alternately referred to the author as “some-
one” or “they.” For example, “the writer is someone who thinks we're
dumb, so they talk down to you like you can’t think, can’t decide on your
own.” Or, “T hear sonicone like the drug czar tatking behind this” (point-
ing to prose that says “Just say no, I'm too special’}. In a few cases,
students wondered if there was more than one author:

Well, I'm not sure who wrote it because maybe there was
somebody wha wrote the words and someone else who did the
pictures. 'm not sure if they’re the same. It seems like they
had a purpose but yet ... though, I can’t point to it. 1
don’t know. [italics added]

Students made reference to their image of the persona in various ways,
sometimes with remarks indicating they felt the author really cared about
teenagers, other times indicating that the author seemed distant and out of
touch. Here are some of the positive and negative characterizations of the
author students generated in their own words.

Positive

* A kind and helpful person
* Someone who cares, who knows the pain of drugs

* A religious person with a sincere mission for other people

* Someone who has seen the trouble drugs can get you into

* A policeman who doesn’t have an attitude that young people
are jerks

* An organization trying to give some decent advice
* A person who wants to tell it like it is
* A person with a little sense of humor and loves children

* Adoctor, a person who knows what the actual health effects
would be




HOW DOCUMENTS ENGAGE READERS' THINKING AND FEELING 185

Negative
* An earthy kind of weird white person

* Not a person, a faceless organization

* Somebody paid minimum wage who is completely shut off
from the outside world with outdated books and encyclo-
pedias to work from

* A “big nurse” type, out of touch, no kids, and never talks to
teenagers

* A bureaucrat in some big office in Washington who is
dealing with out-of-date information

* A Nancy Reagan “wanna-be”
* A person we wouldn’t like to meet

* A white hippie who thinks he’s cool, but he’s not

* One who may know the facts, but nothing of real life

Teenagers Imagine How the Speaker Views Them

Students’ reactions to the drug brochures revealed that the selection,
organization, and visual display of the content shaped not only their
interpretation of the message but also their image of the audience they
believed was being invoked through the text. In other words, real
readers may use textual cues, both visual and verbal, to construct an
idea of the imagined or “implied reader” (Booth, 1961, p. 138).
Readers rely on the words and pictures to make guesses not only about
what the text may mean but also about who is speaking to whom,
about who is being “hailed” or “called out to” by the text, about the
social relations between the speaker and the reader (Althusser, 1971).
For example, in reading a brochure that presented a cartoon character
of a girl sitting on a chair with a cat curled up next to her, one seventh-
grade student said, “This must be written for first or second graders.
Look at that kitty cat—it’s too cute for someone my age.”

Impressions created through the choice of content, From the
point of view of an outside observer (that is, from our research team’s
perspective), document designers’ writing suggested that they hoped
teenage readers would adopt the role of:“a thoughtful-persori-who cares
about being healthy, especially about the long-term health of their
internal organs.” Teenagers, however—from junior high to college—
seemed ‘un v disc

by discussions: of the Jong-term health effects of -
chias‘anabolic steroids or alcohol; rarely: commenting on them.
They were interested in the immediate effects of drugs on the body,
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32Teenagers may be onto &
strategy practiced by the
communications depart-
rments of some organizations.
For example, a revision of a
1991 brochure by the Ford
Motor Company (Ford U.K.,
Dagenham, England)
changed the race of its
company's employees. In the
original version, which pre-
sented a view of Ford U.K,'s
forward-thinking hiring
policies, 18 smiling employees
stood side-by-side, Of the 18
workers, 5 were from
rinority groups: 4 blacks and
1 Indian with a beard and
turban. In a revision, all of the
black employees turned white,
and the indian executive lost
his beard and turban. Citing
an error by its ad agency,
Ford paid each retouched
worker $2,300. ({CNN Prime
News, February 21, 1996
and Newsweek, March 4,
1996, p. 55).

especially in physical damage they could see. The commuticator’s interest
in getting students to ask questions about the long-term effects of drugs
for themselves went largely unheeded.

Document designers also presented short narratives designed to depict
“drug scenes” in which a smart teenager does the “right thing.” These
scenarios often went like this: boy goes to party, meets new friend, new
friend offers drugs, boy “says no,” and everyone lives happily ever after,
Although these scenarios were designed so that the reader would imagine
himself or herself in the situation of being asked “Want some alcohol or
other drugs?” they were often viewed by students as “somebody else, not
me” or “fake and unrealistic.” Students did not take on the empathetic
“that could be me” role the writers hoped for. Instead they said things
like:

I kind of hear Nancy Reagan’s voice there. “Just say no,”
boys and girls. That’s all you need to do.

Students’ interpretations showed that readers may ignore (and in soine
cases resist) the roles that communicators may hope they will take on
during their reading. For teens in this study, the “just say no” message
failed miserably.

Impressions created through the visuals. Many of the brochures our
research team reviewed used simple line drawings that scemed to carica~
ture teenagers, unintentionally or not. The style of a good proportion of
these drawings was reminiscent of the bad cartoons in early milicary
manuals, in which artists depicted strange-looking sergeants with pointy
noses who gestured knowingly at a blackboard while forcing a smile.
Another poor drawing style presented readers with Pillsbury Doughboy-
like “pillow people™ with friendly but personless snowman faces.

Some students asked if artists first drew a generic person and then made
it a boy or a gitl, depending on what was needed. Other students who
knew about “clip art” asked if the people who made the brochures used it
at the last minute. Students commented repeatedly on the need for
realistic photographs of young people in authentic situations; students
exhibited no particular bias toward four-color photography, but realism
seerned essential.

Recently some organizations that design drug education literature have
moved toward more representational renderings they call “real style” (for
example, companies such as Channing-Bete). Unfortunately, because the
real-style brochures were unavailable when we carried out this study, we
did not test them to see if students liked theimn better. What became
evident to us from the brochures we assessed was that teenage readers

e st
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were already seasoned consumers of graphics. They knew what they
liked—they wanted visuals that showed teens who were smart, savvy, and
in control.

Impressions created by attitude and tone. In the survey, we asked
students if they could tell where the author thought the reader lived.
Students checked suburbs (52%), rural {25%), and inner city (23%).
Students tended to believe that the author viewed the reader as a teen
from the suburbs who had never taken drugs and needed to “Just steer
clear of it” rather than “deal with it.” [i'somie Cases, studets from the
innercity responded angrily:to the idea that a brochure could make 1 dent
on the problems people have with drugs. One African-American female
said this:

That brochure is insulting to my intelligence because if
they really wanted to do something about crack, they
should take the money they are wasting on these dumb
brochures and on studies like yours and go find out who’s
bringing it [the crack] here. These are the people who
you should be targeting this to. Not one person in the
projects, not one poor person manufactures crack. That's
the bottom line. I don’t have nothing to say about that
brochure, it’s insulting.

Tell them to take the money and go stop the govern-
ment. They know where this mess is coming from and
who brings it here. It’s people making money on other
people’s problems and that’s exactly what they are doing.
This is a business.

What about the money for treatment centers? Where are
they going to get the money for taking care of all these
babies that are messed up behind this mess. This brochure
does not lift their spirits, does not give them a job, doesn’t
give them money, doesn't give them respect—none of
that. That’s what causes people to go to drugs, because
they don’t have a life worth living.

Another focus group participant, building on her comments, captured
why people from the African-American community may respond indig-
nantly to the #idea‘ofsolving drug problems’through'a brochure:

1 want to say this as diplomatically as possible ... and I
don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings, but for such a long
time ... heroin, cocaine, and all the rest of that drug mix
(crack has been the most notable) ... but for so many years
they were in the cities and ghettos, black areas. With it
tucked away in the ghettos, the rest of society just sort of
covered it over, saying “well, it’s not affecting me.” Now
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33 For an interesting
discussion of the social and
ideological contracts
between writers and readers
that may be established
through texts, see Brandt
(1990), McCormick (1994),
and Nystrand (1986).

34 Reflecting on their
pravious work on audience,
Lunsford and Ede {1936)
point ut that although they
recognized the possibility of
readers rejecting the role or
roles that the writer wished
them to adopt, they
“consistently downplayed
the possihility of tension and
contradiction .,." {p. 170).
Long (1990) hypothesizes
that readers of fiction may be
more willing to play or to
accept a wider variety of
rales than readers of non-
fiction, especially when that
nonfiction is addressing
issues about which the
reader already has strong
opinions (p. 83). The findings
of this study support his
hypothesis.

ﬁ_—-ﬂ

GBSERVING READERS IN ACTION

crack Is affecting the nucleus of our society, you know,
the brains of our society. Now our society is becoming
afraid. Don’t you think those people that it’s been
affecting for all these years don’t notice this?

Comments like this one show that readers may respond as much to the
idea of a document as to the actual text. Whether a document will be a
good vehicle for conversing with readers depends on the reader’s situa-
tion, making it important for document designers to be sensitive to the
rhetorical appropriateness of the genres they choose (see Berkenkotter &
Huckin, 1995). Inner-city students in this study tended to reject the
brochure as a legitimate form of discourse for building bridges between
the communicator and the reader.

These results also tell document designers that readers’ interpretations
of content may be deeply entangled with their personal conditions and
social position (with either their actual situation or the one they presume
the speaker wants them to take on). We found that many teenage readers
were unwilling to buy into the implicit social and rhetorical contract the
document invited them to take on, refusing to accept the not-so-subtle
ideology that told them “let us show you how to act.”® Students did not
accepe their assigned role® as the imagined reader and were skeptical of
the rhetorical tactics used to invoke (even nscribe) them. Moreover,
students’ perception of the imagined reader and the persona seemed to
interact. Many students didn’t like “who they were supposed to be” and
didn’t want to listen to someone who in their words “thought they were
superior and who knew what was good for teenagers.”

These data show that readers’ interpretations of documents may arise
dynamically on the basis of their

* Knowledge, personal experience, values, and feelings

* Ideas about what the text says, about the visual and verbal
content

* Impressions of who is speaking through the words and pictures
(i.e., the persona, the organizational identity, or the corporate
voice)

* Beliefs about who the speaker is addressing by the choice of
words and pictures (i.e., readers’ impression of the speaker’s
intended audience)

* Perceptions of the speaker’s tone and attitude toward the audience

* Feelings about “the idea” of the document as an appropriate
medium for communication about the content

While it is difficult to predict the particular mix that may be brought
into play for any given document, this study makes clear that readers’




