Guidelines on Intercultural Communication for Technical Communicators

Technical communicators face many challenges when developing documentation for international audiences and for multicultural audiences in the United States.  They may need to expand both their audience analysis and their editing cycle to include cultural considerations.

When conducting an audience analysis, technical communicators should be sure to follow these guidelines:

· Take into consideration cultural differences, particularly political, social, religious, and economic values that differ significantly from the writer’s own values.

· Pay special attention to issues related to privacy, making sure to understand the types of privacy that are most important to the audience.

· Consider issues related to legality, bearing in mind that laws can be unethical if they abrogate fundamental human rights.

· Bear in mind the role of diverse teams in the workplace.

· Address the need for social responsibility and reasonable accommodation for users.

When testing and editing documentation, be sure to follow these guidelines:

· Review the document from the perspective of the intended audience; ideally, have the document reviewed by members of the intended audience.

· Check for any depiction of members of other cultures that might serve in some way to perpetuate stereotypes.

· Avoid using idioms, jargon, slang, and humor.  Colloquialisms and humor are extremely difficult to translate, to the point where using them in and of itself borders on ethnocentrism—and clear communication is unlikely to result.

· Take special care in using icons and graphics; they can be intercultural “land mines.”

· Question the motivation behind the depiction of members of other cultures.  Is the inclusion based on a sincere desire to present diversity or does it serve merely to present the “image” of diversity (i.e., tokenism)?

· Review the document several times, each time focusing on one important aspect of cultural sensitivity.  For example, conduct one review to examine the impact of political values on the document.  Be sure to consider the use of maps, flags, and other highly charged political symbols in addition to the use of language.
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