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INTRODUCTTON
cehnical communicators are often expected to
aclapt their wriing for dilferent audiences, pur
poses, anc medin, For example, the technical
communication role may involve writing o variety
of resources—including manuals, instructions, help re-
sources, internal policies, style guides, sales specilications,
and pmmolmrul material, L addition, technical communi-
cators are called on 1o write for a variety ol media—such as
puinted hooks und manuals, online support and help, Web
sites, hrochures, information kits, and so on. Many techni-
el communicators can adapt their writing styles with case
ter suit prine, screen, online cnvironments, video, audio, or
whatever medium the job requires,

The cdemands of these different wiriting lasks raise
questions about how an author's communication purpose
and choscn communication medium might influence the
requirements of writing. In particular, it raises questions
about whether the core writing strategios used by technical
commupicators are ransierred berween cifferent writing
tasks. Tor example, are similar approaches to writing used
when writing for dillerent medi arlicularly when we
compare writing for 1he Web with writing for prine

According 1o Kilian (2001

Whon pone write for a Web site, you're not just stapping
a poster ufr on o new bind of wall. The Web is o nery
elifferent mediion from print on paper, dne it veguires o
different kind of writhig. (. 83

Kilian's comment reflects much of the literature about
writing for the Web. Several authors desceribe writing for
the Wb as being fundamentally different from print. They
use all print—as a comparison point, and [rame
their discussions ahout writing for the Web in terms that
sugeest its complete opposition w writing for print. Al
though these authors may offer ¢

excellent guidelines for
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praclicing Web writers, they do so i a0 vorntext that is
deliberately separated from print writing,.

10 this arlicle, I revisit these guidelines for writing {or
the Web. Specifically, 1 examine seven of the key dimen-
sions along which Web writing is often dilferentialed [rom
print writing. T propose that many of the guid leslines bxeing
advocaled iOl Wel writing have a long Iustory in commeen-
rary on writing Lor print. Through o brief review of e
lierature relating 1o Web wriling and a review ol the
literature [rom the print tradition, T suggest that many of
the underlying principles of writing apply 1o both madia,
and at comparisons made solely on the hasis of commu-
nication medium may not be very helpful 1o technical
WrILCrs,

Because this broad approach to advice about the Web
is not always helpful, 1 offer an akerative -genre—and
conclude this articke by arguing thut genre-based compar-
isons and guidclines may be more helpful for practicing
wrilers than comparisons based only on medium, These
compatisons can envourage writers to e guided by their
qudience's needs and thelir communicative purpose, it her
than being guided by the medium for which they write.

Note that my focus in this aricle s on writing, #nd
readers’ reactions to wrillen text, Tam particularly inferested in
the guidelines developed about writing [or the Web, 1o not
address guidelines [or document design and  navigation
(some uselul resouroes addressing design and navigation in-
clude Nord and Tanner 1983, Farkas and Farkas 2000, Rosen
feld and Morville 1998; Rubens and Kroll 1983).

GUIDELINES TTIAT DEFINt WRITING FOR THE WEB

Most authors who werite about the Web argue that writing
for the Web is different from writing for print tsee, for
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example, Farkas and Farkas 2002; Garvand 2001, Holrz
2001 Kilian 2001 Niclsen 1999 Price and Price 2002). Tn
fact, when this literature on weriting for the Web is consid-
ered broudby, there secms 1o be o general deermination
that the newer maodium, the Wels, pzest be different from
the teaditional medinm o print, Seven guidclines emerge
that are consistently used o deline Web writing and o sel
iLapart from print writing. But js writing for the Web really
distinet? The rescarch on communicaling in print suggests
otherwise,

1. Structure and design are
concerns for Web writers

Guideline for the Web  Holiz (2001 argues that one of

the hey issucs that sets Web writing apart from print is Web
wriling's focus on structure and design. TToltz suggests that
print writers are concerned only with content; other peo-
ple, such as editors, designers, and printers, worry about
format, artwork, and design. In contrast, Holtz arguces that,
(o Wy writers, all of these issues are 1he writers concern
(p. 5% Web writers must consider non-text clemenrs be-
cause of the enormous impact these elements have on the
effectivencss of 0 Web sile.

Flodtz isn't adone in recognizing the inportance of norn.
ext elements in Wob sites, Garrand (2001 notes thal Web
writers need to be more than great wordsmiths: they also
need w understandd and address site architeonire and the
capahilities of interictive media Niclsen (19993 includes an
extensive discussion of the ways that sile navigation and
design issues can influence the usabiliny of a site. Both
Farkas and Farkas (2002) and Rosenleld and  Morville
(1998) give significant arention 16 Web structuring wned
Mavigiition.

Similar guideline for print  These authoms are all
pointing 1o the valid necd for Web wrilers 1o consicder tie
archilecture of their sites and 1o tink about navigation anc
design as they write content. They are recognizing the
funclamental inseparability of wext, design, and Format, and
acknawledging that readers approach documents not just
tluough the given content, but also through the form in
wlteh it s presented, These ideas are important and valid.
However, they are ideas that print writers must also con-
sider, and there s a long bistory within print literatoree
about the inseparability of content, design, and format,
Although the roles of wriler, project manager, editor,
ancl dlesigner miny e kept separate in print projects, several
authors note that uds s not iceul practice (Caw 1995,
Duchastel 1982; Parker 1989, Schriver 1997; Waller 1982,
Wicklill and Bostey 1990} Praclicing writers and designers
acknowledge that separating their roles often brings unsut-
isfactory resulus. hut rofe sepamtion continues, partionlacly
in 2 consultancy setring (Gregory 19971 Good informzition

design in any medium is usually the resull of colluboration
berween a varicty of individuals (Sless 1994). and moving
away [rom the idea that the roles should be sepante ac
knowledges the inlerdependence of the virious clements
ol a document.

Even i writers work within a lineiwr structure where the
words are written frst and decisions about ormuat angd
design happen atter the copy is finalized, this is not the way
that rcaders approach texts. Readers do not separite con-
tent anc design—they experience them simuliancously.
Conrent, formal, and design work together 1© create a
complere package for readers, Por example, the chosen
lormut conununicales something to readers about what the
text will be like and provides o constraint on the options
availible to hotly writers and designers. Trwouldd e diffieuldt
o write a format-criven documoent like a brochure or man-
val without considering both fomal and design as part of
Lhe writing process.

2. Write no more than 50% of
what you would write for print
Guideline for the Web  Nielsen ( 1999) argues that writ-
ers should write approximately S0% less when weriting tor
the Web than wlen writing [or print, oven whoen the some
material is being covered (o 1010, This guideline is colioed
by a number of authors (ol 2000, Price and Price 2002).

This advice is based on research that suggests that
reading from the screen s slower than reading lrom paper.
Because reading from sereen is slow and anplensant, and
because people dort want o read a lol of text from screen,
Web authors should produce S0% less content 1o help with
reading speaed and to hielp raaders Teel good about the sie
(Nielsen, pp. 101 102).

One problem with this guideline is the assunption that
it s possible to deline an ideal relationship between e
quantitics of wext suitible lor print and for the Wely, This
advice is general and conrext free. IUignores the individ
situations that apply to cach writer and presents a suideline
thal is. at best, overly simplistic. Several nuthors, inchiling
Niclsen (1999), ol (20013, and Price and Price (2002,
provide examples of concise writing 1o illustmte heir
point, Their examples tend to be exceellent examples of
concise writing for any mediom, and they illustrte the

advantages for readers imparted by o good, 1ougly edit,

Similar guideline for print  The lesson abour 1ex
qQuantity is an important part of literaware from the Plain
Language movenment. Althouglt [ewer words and shorler
senrences are d basic guideline for Plain Langoage, the end
result is not always 4 shorter document. In developing the
felear, straightforsard expression” (Bagleson 1990% tha
characterizes Plain Language, many wrilers find that they
end up with a docnment that s longer 1han the originl
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version., Writing in o simple, roader-oviented  way cian

somelimes mean writing more words (Penman 19933,
The relevance of overall document length s lso dis

cussed in print-orienied informaton design literature, As

Tufle €1997) points oul, it is the visval organization of

information rather than the quantity of information being
conveyed that is o major deterntinant of successtul infor-
mration design. Fle argues thar “clutler and confusion e
fatlures of design, not atribares of informaion” (p. 51D,

[ some cases, iy make sense 1w write 50% less for
the Web. But, in other cases, it may make sense o wrile
more, The readers” information noeds should drive these
decisions, not arbirary mules about document lenglh, Come-
parisons between printed materials and their related Wel
sites often show (hat Web sites offer more information -
siving more delail, more conercte examples, greater op-
portunities to delve deeply into the subject, and covering
more timely issues —than the print counterparl. Tn addirion,
a Web site is often designed and structured o appeal 1o
multiple audiences, whercas a printed resource will be
mewe closcly tareeted,

3. Write for scannability
Guideline for the Web  When people read from a
sereen, they are likely 1o skip and skim over the texl.
Listescl of reading the content in full, reac
keywerds, headings, lists, and points ol interest. Authors
such as Crurrand (2001, p. 187, Torton (L1994, pp. 202-274),
Nielsen (1999, pp. 105=106, 111h anwd Price and Price
(2002, pp. 1131300 offer several writing guidelines for
improving scannability and supporting these typical reacl-
ing straregies, inchuding:

® Use two or three levels of headings

® Use moaninglul, information-giving heacings

* Uise Dullered lHss

#* Use highlighting and cmphasis

* Ut the most important materin] first

+ Pul Lthe wopic senfence al the heginning of every

paragrapli

ers will pick out

Similar guideline for print  All this s good advice. But
the icles that readers skip and skim and that we should
therefore write for scannability isn't new. [ appoars in
discussions of technical writing (for example, Nerd and
Tanner 1993, and Redish 19933, in comments about Plain
Language writing (such as Eagleson 1990, und in discus
sions of professional writing (for instance, Peteling and
Dyusharm 1992), 1t also appears in discussions alout mot-
vated renders who ask questions ol texts (such as Swee-
houder and Jansen 1987, and $right 1999, And this advice
is reflected in mueh of the document design lierature (for
example, Felker and colleagues 1981, Kempson ancd Moore
1994 and Towis and Waller 19930 The need o wrile for
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seannability applies 1o the Welind 1 mary types of pring
and the guidelines offered o Wels writers are eoually valie
when writing (or print,

4, The Web encourages restiess reading
Guideline for the Web  According o Farkas and Farkas
(20012, one of the major diffeeences hetween reacling from
the Wb and lrom print is that the Web encourages cisial,
restless reading behavior, People skim el sites, and will
feave it they experience boredom or disappoinement (.
220221 Turkas and Fackas conlrast this situntion witl
reading front print, which they describe as o medium
whicre people will seide down Tor o while, A siilar point
is made by Price und Price (2002, who suggest thal Web
andicnces are more active than print mucdiences, Instead of
passively reading printed dociments, Web audiences ac
tively guide conversations with the producers of We
pages. Instead of being authors, writers become partici-
Pants in conversations (p. xiti),

Farkas aned Tarkas (20027 suggest that the Web eoncour-
ages restloss reacling for two reasons:

& Because of the dillicultios that people have with
readling off screen
* ecanse most sites are Tree i casily accessad
(readers nuke liole nvestment 1o st reading,
they have linde rductance aboul getting outl

)

S0

Similar guideline for print  One difliculty with these
comparisons is that the type of printed document being
discussed s not clear, Readers might settle down with a
novel or even d weekend newspaper, but few poeople settle
down witly a4 technical manual, an instroction booklen, or
an formation brochiure, These printed documents e
characterized by extremely restdess reading: readers usuilly
want Lo (Tnd an answer toa specilic question. guickly. And
while some readers nuay passively nceepl the content of all
vpes ol documents, many readkers will not, both reading
theory and public relations/marketing theory live Tong
reeugnized the active characteristics of readers and the
influences that readers have on whether authons are sue-
cesstul witly thelr writing.

For example, rescarch examining the reading of bro-
chures shows thar readers ke very linle rime 1o decide
whether something is worth the eftort of reading (Gregory
2001). Reuders oxpeat documents like brochures 1o be
boring and irelevant, so they skim the information guickly
Lo decicle whethor there s anvihing worth pursuing. Like
Web sites, brochures are free and ensily acoessed, They are
Uirow away items in which people usually bave very tinle
nvestient.,

The rest

ess reading deseribed by Farkas and Tarkas is
also ovident in broclure reading, and in the reading of
many othice types of technical and professional writing, As
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Redish (19933 notes, boudr workplace reaclers and consum-
ers decide how much attention 1o give w0 a docurneni—
including whether a document is worth any atteniion ar all,
Readers continually decide whether o document is worth
thedr time and effon.

5. Split information into coherent chunks
Guideline for the Web  “Ihc importavee of chunking is
a general guideline discussed inmany books about writing
Lor the Web, Tor example, Niclsen (1999) strongly advo-
cites carchul chunking, suggesting thar chnks should I
usec 1o separide ideas and allow o Web site 1o carry
ditferent fevels of information by offering shot summiariz-
mg chunks with links to more detailed information ().
1122, The ability (o write in chunks s identified by Dutfy,
Mehlenacher, and Palmer (1992) as the key training re-
gquircment for writers of online infonmaton. Each chunk
shoubd focus on one wpic, allowing readers 10 access only
the information that inrerests them,

Similar guideline for print  For people witl a hack-
ground in writing, this guideline is nol new. The idea of
chunking information can b ack 1o Miller's pe
scarch in 1950, which showed that people’s shor-term
memerios are tuxed when they must retain maore than 7 =
2 items, anel thal memory loae is reduced when the ilems
are chunked {discussed in Spyridakis 20005, Althougl tie
term chrnfe docs not appear widely in the print literature,
the idea that informarion should he divided into coherent
scelions s Trequently discassed (or example, Feller and
colleagnes 19581; and Redish 1993), Some authors SLZOCsL
that professional writers should allow the various seetions
to stand alone, so that readers can begin and end at any
chunk within the document and still make se nse of what
they read (such as Bembardt 19807,

Although the concept of chunking is usced in all types
ol writing, 1 15 possible thal Wely content should be
chunked differently from prine content. The media are
different: the Web offers vavigational capabilitics not avail -
able in print and L|{)(lltnt‘l]t size not limited by printing
and disuribution costs, In addition, Wels writers must deal
witly an awlkeward soreen sive wnd an are 1wy ol navigational
furnituee. Rosenfeld and Morville (1998 warn Uit syrilers
should net map printed documernts dircotly onle Wely
pages hecause the most suitable chunking processes for
the media ure likely 1o be different (pp. 165--166). But the
aclvice to wrile in coherent clanlks app]lu ACTORS U variety
of medix.

6. Web writers can’t predict

where their readers will start

Guideline for the Web Wb sites exist us many sepa-
rale, linked pages that can be vicwed inclependently, and

Writing for the Web Versus Writing for Print

Web writees can never be completely condident about
where their readerns will start reacing (sce Tloli 2000 .0
anc Farkas and Farkas 2002, 2243 As a result, Holy
suggests that writers necd 1o structure their information
into independent parts that make sense in Ihv'l‘ W COM-
et Writers enn rarely assume that re: cadd other
sections first,

In giving s advice, Hoeltz is referring ro the way that
reaclers arrive at dilferent pages s. Tle's arguing
that cach page should work as an independent scament
because writers cannot assume that readers have seen
pages higher in the siwuctural hicrarchy, olz is describing
the nondinearity of the Web, and contrusting Uis claracter-
istic with print, which he sces as o lncar mediunm,

Similar guideline for print
Lure deticles may be dest el i linesy Tashion,
much print is not. \-lobt reaclers 1 Use exts ina nonlinesdr
f:lshi()r} by dipping into them, skipping around, anel
hacktracking (Nord and Tanncr 1993), As Spyriclakis (20011
netes, readers jumpy around o pring looking ot bles of
coitents, indexes, figures, tubles, appuendixes, Tootnores,
andd glossarios, hhc suggests thal print can actually he fess
firear than a Web site, because the reading routes within
printace Jess limited than the reading routes in hyperlinked
Wb pages.

Dillon (1990} ulso challenges 1he ddea that prine is
linear and thereiore constraining for readers. He noles that
this is a commen belief among advocates of Iyperlinks and
argues that comparing online texe and prine on the basis of
line: wrily does nol provide o fair representation of either
I'ﬂt“(||LJJIl {pp. 29-303. Dillon (inds little evidenee t sugaest
that reacers are (.(m.%h ained by the lincarity of jarint or that
they rend printed documents in a straightlforseard st 1o-
tinish manncr.

Of course, one important difference between print and
the Web is that pring usually provides a navigaiona) con-
text through its form. When holding a printed document,
readers can immediately see how big the document is, and
where they arce in rebotion to its whole. This is much less
likely 1o be rrue ina Web covitonment, so Wels wrilers
must provide these details for readers inanother way,
Howoever, while acknowledging these navigational differ-
enees, s stll imporiant to note that pring is not a fully
lingear meeinm and that writers cannot confidenty procdict
where reacers will st rending.

Authors such as Bembardt (1980) and others working,
in information design have long chaltenged the iden diat
print is linear, Readers will start reading at the point
grabs thetr terest or appears to answer their guestion. In
[print, ns on the Web, writers find it difficall w predict
where their readers will start, Readers' reading palterns are
constrained by two issues tdu apply across all media: their

'\ll Lough novels and fea
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interest {or involvement in o particolar topic or document,
and he personal reading parterns that they bring 1o cach
reading situation.

7. Readers “pull” the information
they need from the Web
Guidcline for the Web  The Web is alten described s
a user-driven, “pull” medium. Readers actively pull from
Web siles only e information that interests them, angd
other marerial s ignorec Motz (20013 sees Uis Web char-
acteristic as another poine of difference with pring in prin,
resclers are given what writers want o give them (p. 63,
Rouet and Levonen (1996 define readers’ progeession
thraugh hyperlinked online documents as aeing “user con
tredlled,” whercas in pring, the reading sequence is clirected
by the author and can be passively accepted Dy readers.
Progression through hyperlinks requires active dectsion
riaaking Dy the reader (. 122

Similar guideline for print  Bur the contrust etween
the Web and print is really ot so clear, In both moedia,
wrilers offer information to readess and readers ke wlat
interests thern, Both media simultaneously *push® informu-
ton, while readers “poll” what they wanl. These two per-
spuctives are recognized in many models of the reading
process (sce Hatt 1976, and Wright 1999).

Readers are no more captive oo ping than they dre on
the Welr, The decision o read s always o conscions one,
anel readers can decide 1o terminate their reading at any
point—cdue o disinlerest, nahiliey o comprehend, Dore-
o, lack of time, change ol cirewmstance, or simply be-
cause they reach the end (Goodman 1983, p0 833 Authors
such as Dervin (19831 recognize that information can’t be
pushicd onto captive andiences. Insread, readers will access
what information interests them (o answers teir (LIS
tions) wt the time that §s maost convendent Lo them and use
the medivnm that they choose,

As Reclisli (199%) nores, techuical documaents are used
w5 tools; readers scan docwments 1o find important infor-
mation. grab thal information off the page, and then act on
it This wndency o “pull” information applies in Lot print
aned online mwedir.

SOME LIMITATIONS OF THE. RESEARCH

FROM WHICIT WEB GUIDELINES EMERGE

The gnidelines discussed in 1he previous scotion may be
usclul for technical writers writing for 2 variery ol media.
Bul, in the Web lirerature, these guidelines seem 1o be
Pased on limired research, For example, Jakob Nelsen
(1999, one of the most widely queted authors discassing
Web usability, argues thar Wel writing should be ap-
prestched diftercrty from pint safiing, He fdentifics five
reasons for the difference:
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1. Rewdingg ondine is arovid 25 pevcent slower thaw
recteding prii!
2. the Webh iy o user-ddriven medivm where users

Jeel Hhey bove Fo mope dionnd

3. A
Hish

4. [liers are never sure whether they are looking at
the best poge Jor thetr fofxc

5. (xers dow't beve time bo work bard for their ir

B pree conrpetes with oy olbers for atlen

Sormettion, (. 100]

Altliongh Kiclsen offers wany uselul guidelines i Fe-
signing Wob wsability: tThe practice of simplicity and al Lis
Wob site thipwww useibeom). he oflers linle detadl
abourt the rescarch that informs these five points of dilfer-
enee (his point is also noted in o useful review of Niclsen's
book by Racine 2002). Yet Nielsen's tive roasons are
quoted by several authors and scem to offer a key basts Jor
differentinting boetween print and the Web,

The evidence for online reading being slower than
print reading is discussed in Diflon’s (1992) review of the
fiterature relating o reading rom paper versus veacling
from the sereen, Dillon revicws several stuclics that collec-
tively show that reading from screen is 20=30% slower than
reading preinl. Rubens and Keall (1989) also discuss stuclies
that show that reacling Tram the screen s slower than
reading print, i part because of the lack of character
tegtbility on screen. Niclsen (Y999 argues that this reacling
specd prohlem will be solved over time as higheresolution
MICNILOTS COMKe into common use (pe J03)0 Flowever, itis a
difference berween print and screen reading that has cur-
rent widespreud acoeprabilivy,

There is litle specilic rescareli to support the other four
points of difference discossed by Niclsen. However, these
points ke inwitdve sense Tor Web users and are wiclely
accepted in the field. The question of Inwerest for this article
is not whether these points relare o the Weby instead, we
need o ask whether these points also apply o prine Tn
other words, rather than being key points of dillerence, are
they points that describe typical reading practice doross
bodh media?

owe look at specific categories of print—suach as
covernmoent information, lechnical wriling, business writ-
ing, promctiomal materials, and comumnnity education—
Nielsen's points may well apply. A solid body of literataee
suppaorts the argument that readers of print are choosy
aboul what they read, are faced with many dovumaents
competing for their attention, may question whether the
information they read applies wo them, and adopt the prin-
ciple of *least effort” a8 they read (Goodman 1985; Schriver
1997 stechouder and Jansen 1987, Wright 1989, 19049).

Perhaps iU's possible thut Nielsen®s points have partice
ular relevance on the Web Decause of (e Weby's physical
characteristics— such as lack of context, lack of o physical
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(orm that readers can annotate, frecdom ol navigarion, and
hypedinking. However, the rescarch on conmunuanicating in
print sugeests thal successful writers will consider these
Issties no matter what medivm they ave writing for,

Although many authors argue that Wely writing is fun-
damenmnally ditferent from peint writing, it s inportam 1o
note that this approach is not universal, Tor example,
Spyridalkis C2000Y drmws on the history of print and reading
mexdels 1o develop heuristios for writing and evaluating
Web pages. She notes that although there is widespread
discussion about the dificrences hetween the \Y-C.I) and
print, “te two medivms may be more similar than one
might think.” In addition, Farkas anel Fackas (2000, 2002),
while disc ussing ditferences bhased on navigation and page
structire, recognize that writing [or the two moedia has
many similaritics. Flormon (1904) wrgues thar the principles
of good writing arc the same across different media, bin
that applying these principles may he move difficult in an
online context (p. 261),

USING GENRE TO COMPARE TIIE WEB AND PRINT
Comparisons hetween print and the Web are often given at
a very generdl fevel In pacticular, authors rarely specify
wliar L\fpc»i ()f print L'l()(‘lLL’l‘Lt‘ﬂl{'*i aned what types of Wel sites
are uncler ¢ - Instead, they suggest that the Web, as
2 medivm or genre, can be contr asicd with print, which is
seen as a different medium. or genre, Tt often seems that
these general comparisons are drnwn from discussions of
print that are basce on novels and newspaper {eature
articles, und discussions of the Web thar are based on sites
pronioting businesses and government policics.

Tnstead of comparing the Welb and prinear this general
level, i may be more helplful for practicing writers i au-
thors focused on the recognizable cormmunicative pur-
poses o documents —that is, on gerre (Swales 1990 Us-
ing genre as the basis for comparison wonld allow writers
to focus on their rhetovical ntent and on the contests
within which their documents wre nsed. This nay provide
Loth more practical and more rich points of comparison
than current approaches which describe differcnces hased
only on communication modium,

A gentre s o relatively stable form of communication
that develops through the repearcd comumonication pruc-
tices of a discourse conumuniy and is recognized by the
micribers of that community (Bavgiela-Chiappint and Nick-
erson 1999, po 81 W is prianly chareterized by e com-
municative purposes that it intends o fulfill (3hatia 1993,
Swales 1990) and is recognixed Lecause iU has bhocome
standardized—with conventionalized. language and pat-
termns of organization (Bhatia 19997

Membpaers of o disconrse community use genres that
they recagnize to achicve particular purposes (Orlikowski
andd Yores 1994} This medans that genres hecome temyplates
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for social action— when readers encountor a lext and iden-
tify it as belonging toa recognizable geare, they know how
ror deal with tat wexe and whal 1o oxpect from it For
crample, individual experience within g work contest wils s
Tow to cleal wikh eomail newsletters, wiznds, or instructions.

Muost definitions of genee incorporate elements of com-
muinicative purpose and commumon Lorm (Ordikoweski and
Yales 1994 For example, we recognize a pop-up eror
message both for the purpose tat it fufills and for the
accepted form that ir taikes.

¢ The communicative purpose of @ penre is based ina
purpose that s recognized and reinforced within the
colnmunity; i is nol a purpose that can be based
simply in an individual auilors purpose in commu-
nicating. Authors caonol inpose @ Zenre's communi-
cative purpose on readers because the genre is buil
throngh the readers” and author's common under
standings of what the genre is inlended o achivve.

So o memo becomes a way of communicating waork

information when it is enacted Dy its author in such

a way that its parpose is recognized by its readers,

¢ The accepted fonn ol o genee can include the comn-
municittion mediinm —for example, the work meet
ing genee bypieally invokes the iden of face-to-foce
interaction jn a conunon location. Buc conununic-
don mecinm is only part of a genre's form; the form
can include other fealures such as structure, dceept-
able interactions, or allowable language. In addition,
in many genres, the communication medium is flexi

ble —for example. wmemo e be recognized as a

memo whether it s presented on paper or via ¢-

nuil, and o worlgplace meeting can be recognived as

o mecting appuens in a moeting room or

inan online environment.

The value of genre 15 that it provides auhors with
heuristics [or developing texts and it provides readers with
a framework For reading and understanding. The vatonale
Behind a genre establishes constraints on the contributions
that can be made—in tens of both content ard form.
Authors cannot break away from the constraints of o genre
without procducing o rext that s noticeably odd. And read-

ers draw an their prior knowledge of w genre to interpret «
text (Blhalin 1993; Swales 199071, This meins that working
within 1'L’(‘i')}'__{1'15?.;-\])1€" serre makes conununication meorc
casily rec by readers while also giving authors o
frame worl\ h)r 1heu Lasle,

Phe distinetion that is inportant in the contest of prin
writing ancl Welr writing 19 o note that genre is not simply
defined by communication medium, Commumnication me-
clivin has w role o play and can influence which genves e
accepted (Crowston ared Willians 20000, Ancd it s possible
that somne uniguely Web-haseed genres are emerging (such
s personal bome  paoes— see Dillon and  Gushrowski
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20007, while olher genres will continue 1o operale across

oy difterent media and eovironments such as mewslot-
ters, which exist in ywint and various online lonus).

The research lerature discussed i this artiche shows
that there are many stmilaritios between Web writing and
print writing, and these similarides are based on genre,
Writing lechnical manuals for the sereen shares important
similarivies with writing technical mamals for pring, For
crample, writing for clther medivm reqguires the wriler 1o
think about how reacders will shuffle between the text and
the activity being deseriboed, how readers will dip inlo the
lext 1o solve problems, and whar background knowledge
the readers bring 1o the sk, 1o the same way, writing
promotianal mateedals tor the Web shares important simi-
Laritios with writing promotional materials (or print,

One inmplication of defining genre by communication
purpose is that within many Web sites, multiple genres
must be evident. Although u company's Welb sile may huave
the overall purpose of conmunicating wily its audicnoes,
within that site 2 number of different audiences and a
number of different needs must boe served. Different parts
of the site may be Tooused on promotion, sales, rescarch,
cducation, and internal purposes such as record keeping,
administration, and waining, By using geore as « guide in
planning thoir writing, writers can be alert o the newd for
dilferent approaches i wriling different parts of the site,

Fd like to use the Web site developed by Queensland
Uhiversity of Technology (QTUTY o Mastrate this point,
QUTs site ix designed g0 communicate with several audi-
cnees—including existing students, prospective students
Clocally and internationally), staff, regulators, siness pant
ners, and funders, Sections of e site designed o commu-
micate with these different audicnces adopt different writ-
ing styles, particulurly in terms of their language and wone.

For example, the pages designed o promote the
university 1o potendal students—sach as “Aboor QUIT
and  DBrisbance™  ChapdAwsaw gqueediaudservices/aboutaut),
“lovatonand campuses” (hip www quieduan/services!
aboutquiddocations). and “Tistory™ (hitpeSwwow guicedu.any
services ahoutgulsustony jspi—use o colorful kinguiage and
prowotional wne 1o sell the universsity and s location, The
location is described as “one of Australiz’'s most beavnful,”
while the university s described as huaving a vicl prast” anc un
“exeiling fatoee,”

In these promaotional pages, the headlines tend w be
intriguing (For cawuple, ~Top anists, sit-ing and a boxing
ring”), while emphasizing the strengths that the university
mentions il medis promotion (e vocational eduention,
particularly at undergraduate fevel, and Austalia’s largest
provider of hachelors degree gradimes into the work-
loree-—these strengths appear in relevision adverizsing, dis
plays ut promotional events, and both print and clecironic
prounetional resourees ).
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I contrast, pages designed to comumunicate with ex-
isting students about QU"s policies and procecdures acdopt
a simple. instructional, authoritative wne -such as the li-
Lrary's “Borrowing: Sulents” page Chttped/vowsw library,
qutaduaystudents/ Y and the computing services” “Getting
started” page updivewsw segguleduau/GettingStared .
These instructional puges assiume some prior knowledge
about QU andd are written in second person, while the
promotional pages assuine no prior knowledge und adopt the
third person. The tone shifts again in the pages designed o
explain QUTS rules and policies for statt and stadents, For
exatuple, the “Manuul of policies and procedures™ Chip:ds
wwwequteduausadmin/monpn) adopts o tone that is procise,
formal, authoritaitive, and distant, and uses o third person
stunce. The introduction o Chapter €, “Teaching andt leam-
g, Degins,

This chapter contedns fuformation, policies aid proce-
chires yeluting to the doesiyn, developrent, delivery and
mondforing of acadentic proprems. . THix chapler has
most Feleeance for acadendic stafl, aooadendic marapers
wonred weneral stafl wha are breofeed i gcademic plon-
iy, conse developiertd and assessmerd. (s
gfred celte it et M ROy GO ftmd)

(ERTE

QUT poes Lo the extent of naming its site differendy tor
its cdiffercnt audiences— for stucdents anel staft, the educa
tion LRl A wrww qut.eduan is promoted, while in the
business community, the corporate URL of hitlp:/dwww,
Cut.com s promaoted,

The QUY site varies internally according to the genre
being created, and the styles used reflect the conumunica-
tive purpose of thot gepre, The weiting style used n Q117
Web-based promotional material bus much i conmmon
with the wrilting stvle used in its prnt-hased promotional
matcrial, bt it varies significantly from the Web-based
instructonal material, In addition, there are sirong similar-
itics belween the Wel-based and print-based instractional
materials that cannot be found when other Wely pages or
printed tesources are compirad,

A number of authors have already called for o genre-
basco approcch o discussing Wels weiting, For example,
Frrkas and Fackas (2002 note that Web genres are start-
ing to emerge {9, and that writing [or different genres
requires different approaches, Price and Price (20023
devore g large section of their book o discussing differ-
ent generic forms, A very uselul clement of Price and
Price’s book is that they consider how cach of their
writing guidelines shouwld e adapted for different typuos
of online writing (such as writing Lo inlorm or wiiting (o
entertaind, They recognize that their writing guidelines
will e differenmily useful for different types of Welb
documents, And authors sucly as Crowston and Williams
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(20003, Dillon and Gushrowski (20000, Walker (2002],
and Gonzaler de Cosio and Dyson (2002), reflect a
arowing level of interest in the application of yenres 1o
Wb based communication.

The existing lilerature ahout genre and the Web varies
in the crphsis iU gives o communication moedium, Some
authiors encourage writers o define gemre according to the
medivn used, with suly genres being erealoed Dy the cont-
municdtive parpose of the rext (this approachy would define
the Wob as a recognizable genee, with promotional sites
and online help as sub-genrest This approach moves away
from the stundard delinitions ol genre discussed in more
general genre theory {hy anthors such as Bargicla-
Chiappini and Nickerson 1999 Blutin 1993 Oflikowslki
and ¥ares 1994, Swales 1990 [n general genre (heory,
gonre is defined according 1o both comumunicative purmosc
anel form, while allowing sub-genees 1o bo created by more
specitic issues such s wediuvm or foruar (rhis approach
would define manuals as o genre, with paper-based man-
uals and online wanails as recagnizible sub-geores),

This distinction may seem to be aplitting hairs, After
adl, most authors discussing genre recognize that it is 2
fuzzy concept, with overlapping boundarics and subsers,
and thal genve is more helplul (o vse than define (de
Beavgrande ancd Dressler 1981; Orlikowski and Yares
1994}, However, an approdch based primarily on conw
municative purpose and form is likely 1o he more usceiul
for pructicing writers than an approach based primarily
on communication medinm. Considering haoth purpase
and form encoursnges writers (o look for similuaritics and
differcnces that occur wilthin and belween genres. Con-
sidering genre us part of the writing process, witly an
emphasis an communicative purpose and Torm, will be
helplul for practicing writers because it

® lncourages writers 1o consider the needs and expec-
tations of thelr audience

#* lincourages writers 1o considoer the uses to which
their texts will be pul

* Provices writers with a framework for thinking

aboul thelr lexts; in many cases, this framework Js

already well established in the print environment

and iy only need adapation radwer than re-inven-
fon for the Web envirornnent

@ rovides writers with an avenue for drawing on the
long story of rescarch i print writing as they con-
siddor the most uppropriaie approaches tw writhug [or
the el

e difference that Tan proposing s one of focus.
Tnstead of considering that wrling genres are priwmarity
characrerized by media (such as print va. Web), T suggest
that writers will find genre theory more befptul in theic
work il they Focus lirst or communication purpose (such as
instructional writing vs. prototional writing),

Writing for the Web Versus Writing for Print

CONCLUSION

I this article, Thave discussed seven key arguments v
are wsed o distinguish between writing for the Web aned
writing for print. [ have wegued that insteaed of providing
a4 clear distinction between Woel writing and print writ-
ing, these polnts actually provide va
mutny styles of writing in both media, Many of the guide-
lines advocated Tor Wely writing are regularly applicd o
print writing and have a long history in the print lieera-
RTIN

Instcact of providing comparisons that aee ased pri-
marily on communication medium, ity be mare Telpful
for practiving writers o make comparisons that sve buosed
on genre, with o focus on communicative purpose sind
for, Using genre as the point of comparison will allow
wrilers to explore both the constraints offered Ty the genre
they are working within s vy additdonal constraints
imposcd by the compumication medium, Most importantly,
a genre hased approach 1o writing will allow writers 1o
consider the necds and oxpectations of their sudienec st
well efore they allow theie writing 1o be controlled Ty the
comeunication modiom throagh which it will he pub-
lished,

Tt is possible thar, in our enthusiasm wo embrace the
new online mediom, we have focused more on 1the
dilfercnces between medin than on cheie similarities, We
are rushing to invent new independent theory, oflen
withour consicdering whid his come belore, Clearly 1there
are difterences botween peint and the Web, just as there
are dilferences berween pring and television. Thoere are
also wide differences between different Torms within
cach medim. Thoese differences, which are recognized
througly genre, may be important 1o reacers and necd 1o
be questioned by technical writers, But, oy of the
fundamental writing issucs bt communicators should
consider appear o apply in both prine and Web
environments. TG

uable guidelines for
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