Bad manual writing—a wrong that should be righted in the eyes of Bonni Graham

By Jessica Arguilez Baris

“Manuals aren’t being read for our deathless prose!”  joked Bonni Graham, September’s  presenter of “What do your manuals say about your company?”  She finished her point: “Manuals are read when a customer has a problem or wants to make something work.  So the best way to service customers is to tell them how to solve their problem, and then just get out of their way.”
Bonni Graham, CEO and President of Manual Labour, has been a technical documenter for 16 years.  Members of STC’s San Diego chapter thoroughly enjoyed Graham’s informative and entertaining talk about the negative impact of poorly written manuals on consumers and their perception of a manufacturer’s product.
In her PowerPoint presentation, Graham outlined the results of a study she conducted on the disconnection between a manufacturer’s and a consumer’s perceptions of the same ineffective manual.  The 150 participants in her study were self-selected electronics consumers.
Graham pointed out that a common misconception is that consumers almost never read the manuals for their purchased electronic device.  The results of her study revealed otherwise.
“Forty-one percent of consumers read the entire manual,” she said.  Furthermore, 22% of consumers read the feature about to be used, and 9% read the manual after a feature didn’t work.  More people are out there suffering through poorly written manuals than manufacturers realize, and Graham is downright passionate about changing that for consumers.

Some other interesting findings of Graham’s study include:
· Consumers’ overall opinion of electronics manuals is 74% “terrible to average”

· Accuracy, readability and completeness are the top qualities consumers would like to see in manuals

· A toll-free support number printed clearly in the manual is a plus for readers

· Multiple illustrations is also a plus

Graham also found that the hottest feature of a manual is its “quick start” manual.  The most repellent feature—manuals with multiple languages.

The overall idea that Graham communicated is that bad manuals are a wrong that should be righted.  According to the Consumer Electronics Association, product returns as a result of poorly written manuals adds up to 10 billion a year.  How is that acceptable to manufactures?  

Audience members burst into laughter when Graham pointed out, “Ten billion dollars hires a lot of great technical writers!”

To learn more about Bonni Graham, visit her web site at manuallabour.com.  
