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PREFACE

This book satisfies the requirements of the new syllabus of Visvesvaraya Technological
University, Belagavi, for teaching Technical Communication (English) – I, the English that the
Technical students are required to use for employability. The present syllabus caters to the needs
of the engineering students, who either face the interviews for employment or sit in various
competitive examinations for higher studies. Here, the students are expected to have learnt good
number of vocabulary and also have strong knowledge of grammar to crack GMAT, GRE,
TOEFL, and IELTS or even to compete in UPSC and IES examinations.

Looking into the current syllabus that has been framed for VTU, Belagavi, I have
reorganized the modules in order to divide the contents into five neat sections, so that justice
could be done to each module.

MODULE 1 deals with Technical Writing – the kind of writing and documentation one has
to deal with in professional life every day. This unit will guide the students to write technical
reports, project proposals and research proposals. The unit also deals with overcoming barriers to
communication, and developing interpersonal skills – both of which are regarded as the most
important factors for success in life.

Keeping the recent changes in mind, that the examination pattern of CAT and UPSC
examinations have undergone – three modules have been written. Thus, MODULE 2, MODULE
3 and MODULE 4 of the book comprise the phonetics, vocabulary and grammar respectively. As
part of the selection process, students are often required to take a written test in English that
measures their proficiency in vocabulary, grammar and language.

MODULE 5 prepares the students for improving their listening skills, speaking skills and
presentation skills. This module also prepares the students to face interviews confidently due to
improvised speaking skills. The Module has been provided with links from websites and
YouTube for listening to comprehensive passages to help students learn by practicing them.

The exercises at the end of each module have been carefully graded and sequenced, so that
even average students can enhance their knowledge at a comfortable pace. Attempt has been
taken to make the textbook enlightening to our Engineering students. We hope that this textbook
will make substantial difference to students’ professional competencies and skills, and enable
them to find jobs at a greater ease.

Dr. Pratibha N. Mahato
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1.1 Technical Communication
Definition: The Society for Technical Communication defines ‘Technical Communication’ as a broad
field [that] includes any form of communication that exhibits one or more of the following
characteristics:

 Communicating about technical or specialized topics such as computer applications, medical
procedures, environmental regulations, etc.

 Communicating by using technology such as web pages, help files or social media sites.

 Providing instructions about how to do something, regardless of how technical the task is.

FUNDAMENTALS OF TECHNICAL
COMMUNICATION SKILLS
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From the above definition, we can infer that technical communication is a means to convey scientific,
engineering, technique or other technical information to its targeted audience through technology. It is
for and about business and industry, focusing mainly on products and services-how to manufacture
them, market them, manage them, deliver them and use them (Gerson & Gerson, 2006).

One of the chief objectives of technical communication is to provide organized information that, aids
in quick decision-making. It is composed primarily in the work environment for supervisors,
colleagues, subordinates, vendors and customers.

Technical communication encompasses an expansive group of documents written in clear, concise and
objective manner. The language of technical communication has to be correct, accurate, appropriate
and to the point. Apart from that, it should be clear and easily understandable to its targeted audience.

Forms: A professional technical communicator, may have to correspond and write e-mails, draft
proposals, design websites, create user manuals and do a myriad of other things. There are many
different forms of technical communication. Some of these forms are television, radio, computer
programs, speeches, online documents, manuals, e-mails, etc. A few of these forms are thought of
more often, like manuals and e-mail, when thinking of technical communication. Other forms, such as
radio and television, can also be used to communicate technical communication.

1.1.1 Importance of Technical Communication

The success of an organization is largely recognized by the quality and quantity of information
flowing through its personnel. As we are aware of, all managerial or administrative activities in an
organization revolves around communication. When we write reports, give instructions, design
brochures or create manuals, we are involved in the process of communication. Persons having sound
technical communication skills, utilize various visual aids like tables, graphs, charts, drawings,
diagrams, photographs and maps in their reports and presentations. A well designed professionally
generated presentation has the capability of increasing audience interest, and also to increase the
impact of message. Technical communication is a significant factor in our respective workplaces for
several reasons. It helps to:

1. Improve Business

Technical communication is a major component of the work environment. Technical
communicators write directive memos or e-mails to ensure that work is accomplished on time.
Often, they need to forward progress reports and survey reports in order to provide
documentation, that work has been completed. There are times, when they design and create
brochures in order to market their products. Quite often, they prepare manuals and give technical
description of products to ensure that correct equipment is purchased. Sometimes, the employees
have to prepare their presentations to participate in teleconferences or videoconferences. It is
quite common nowadays for employees to inform the world about their company’s products and
services through internet, websites and blogs. All the activities mentioned above, help in
improving the business of a business set-up or an organization.
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2. Facilitate Communication of Concepts in the Workplace

Workplace communication is the transmitting of information between one person and another
person (or between groups) in an organization through e-mails, text messages, voicemails, notes,
etc. Technical communication in workplaces facilitates the communication of concepts to
employees or customers. It may sometimes help us direct our employees in a particular course of
action. We may want to have our employees understand the details of some technological system
of a machine, or to take a particular action using that system.

There are a variety of situations that arise in our workplaces, where we may need to create oral
and video presentations, instruction manuals, technical descriptions and web pages. We may also
need to research effectively, discuss about a technological innovation, negotiate in a global
marketplace and consider the implications of the documents that are produced by the employees.

3. Save Cost

Efficient technical communication can save a huge sum of money to an organization. According
to a study by Dartnell’s Institute of Business Research, it may cost us almost $20 to produce and
mail a letter considering the time it takes an employee to write the letter, and the cost of the
stationery (Gerson & Gerson, 2006).

The National Commission on Writing for America’s Families, Schools and Colleges (2004)
reports that more than 40 per cent of responding firms offer or require training for salaried
employees with writing deficiencies. Based on survey responses, the Commission estimates that
“remedying deficiencies in writing costs American corporations as much as $3.1 billion
annually”. Employees having efficient communication skills can save money of the company;
since a well-written sales letter, or a well created website can keep customers happy and bring in
new clients.

4. Increase Productivity

The businesses of most organizations depend on logical, concise and accurate information.
Unfortunately, the absence of a common framework for producing timely and error-free
documents, develop strained partnerships and revenue is threatened. Our technical
communication skills, which ensure professional quality, clarity and accuracy may earn revenue;
since a well-prepared brochure, website, sales letter, flier or proposal can generate corporate
income. In essence, documents written in concise and clear manner help us increase productivity,
resolve issues, avoid errors and generate income.

5. Provide Information

Technical communication helps in research and creation of information about technical processes
through various forms of media, such as the internet. For example, it may give instructions about
computer applications, medical procedures or environmental regulations aiming at reaching your
employees depending on the business you are dealing with. It uses technology such as web pages
or social media sites and they provide instructions for products and services.
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6. Improve Customer-Client Relations

A successful business depends on how it builds up the ambiance, the attitude it expresses and the
atmosphere it creates. Through technical correspondence, employees maintain good customer-
client relations. When you communicate with clarity and people understand you clearly, a better
ambience is created which encourages customers to enjoy doing business with you. Your
efficiency in technical communication reflects your logical thinking process. Your co-workers
and customers will judge your proficiency according to what and how you communicate.

1.2 Technical Writing
In Technical Writing for Success, Smith-Worthington and Jefferson (2011) make a distinction between
the two terms—Technical Communication and Technical Writing. Technical communication is
labelled as “Communication done in the workplace,” which includes talking to colleagues, writing e-
mails and creating documents; which are traditionally not considered products of technical writing. On
the other hand, Technical writing is labeled as “Writing done in the workplace”. Technical writing is
any written form of drafting technical communication used in a variety of technical and occupational
fields such as computer hardware and software, engineering, chemistry, aeronautics, robotics, finance,
medical, consumer electronics and biotechnology.

Regarding the importance of Technical Writing, the National Commission on Writing concluded that
“in today’s workplace, writing is a ‘threshold skill’ for hiring and promotion among salaried
employees. Survey results indicate that writing is a ticket to professional opportunity, while poorly
written job applications are a figurative kiss of death” (Writing: A Ticket to Work, 2007).

In technical writing, the author writes about a particular subject that requires direction, instruction or
explanation. The technical writers are experts who explain the technical usages of a company’s
product or services to the non-technical people in a simple manner. They explain the benefits and the
operations of the company’s special products. Many a times, these technical experts are required to
write policies and procedures, that range from writing for a sale deed of a house to writing for courier
service companies.

Technical writers often work within organizations, that produce technologies of some sort, e.g., in
organizations such as railways, airlines, government agencies, legal agencies (regulatory bodies),
medical companies, electronic companies (Onida, Samsung, Sony, etc.), software companies (Microsoft,
Oracle, etc.), universities and research institutions and web-based companies (Amazon, Facebook, etc.)

1.2.1 Purpose
The purpose of technical writing may be to provide information, to give instruction or to give
suggestion to its reader. For example, Policy Manuals and Process Manuals are meant for only sharing
information without expecting any action or reaction from the readers. Another purpose of technical
writing may be to give instructions in the form of directions and procedures for the readers to follow.
For example, User manuals are meant to give direction or procedures to the readers. Sometimes, the
writings may be to recommend or suggest any action or plan of action based on the possibilities
suggested by the evaluators. Many a times, the purpose of technical writing may be to persuade or to
convince the readers to change their opinions and attitudes.
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1.2.2 Form

Each type of document has a specific format. Various professional journals and government
documents require specified fonts, margins, way of labeling figures and graphics, line and paragraph
spacing, number of words per document and section headings. Since technical writing is based on
accurate facts, it is unethical to manipulate information and data.

The writing styles and forms of technical writings vary depending upon the purpose of writing, the
information shared, and the level of knowledge the audience have. Different audiences have different
motives to read. Some read to learn, so that they can extract information, and utilize their learning at
some different time; whereas others read it to get information, and act on it then and there. Since the
goal of technical writing is mostly information transfer, the style of writing is supposed to be simple
and straightforward.

1.2.3 Approach

The approach of technical writing is very objective, and it is organized in a direct, linear format.
Ambiguity occurs when, writers do not have sufficient command of grammar, and unintentionally
come up with double entendres or absurdities that will have their audiences stop and scratch their head,
trying to separate the constituent parts of a sentence, simply to understand what the writer is trying to
say (Caraway, 2006). Even, over-citation, i.e., using too many references in a document highlights the
writer’s lack of understanding of the subject area. All personal pronouns should be avoided, and
preference should be given to writing in active voice.

All technical documents have a clear introduction, body and a conclusion. Introduction includes the
context, purpose or objective of writing the document, and the background of the information is also
presented in the document. The entire technical details are provided in the body. In the conclusion, the
main points are restated and the results are discussed, if there are any.

1.2.4 Websites and Tools Used

With the advancement of technology, the manners in which the documents are read, organized and
accessed have undergone a sea-change. Technical writers of today are often responsible for authoring
pages on websites like product pages, and are expected to be proficient in web development tools. The
top five technical writing tools are:

 Desktop Publishing tools such as Adobe Frame Maker, Adobe InDesign, LyX, etc. are used
by technical writers to author, edit, design and print documents. They also use Acrobat – an
Adobe program that captures documents and allows users to view it in its original format
and appearance.

 Digital Image Editing Software like Adobe Photoshop and GIMP are used to create and edit
the visual aspects of documents like photos, icons and diagrams.

 Apart from that, Diagramming tools like Microsoft Visio are used to effectively organize
and design graphs, flowcharts, playbooks and network diagramming.
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 FrameMaker, which is an Adobe processor designed for writing and editing complex
documents are frequently constructed by technical writers.

 Screenshot Tools like Camtasia Studio and Techsmith Snagit available to Microsoft
Windows and Mac OS operating systems are also very commonly used by technical writers
to capture audio and video display.

1.2.5 Types of Technical Writing

Technical writings are produced by professional technical writers who are good communicators, well-
organized and detail-oriented. The technical writer’s actual job title might be content developer,
documentation specialist, API writer or any other similar name.

These writers share a common language and a set of standards for their industry. Professional
organizations that support and advocate for technical writers include STC (Society for Technical
Communication), IABC (International Association for Business Communication), and IEEE (Institute
of Electrical and Electronics Engineers).

Technical writing covers many genres and anyone working in a professional setting, produces great
variety of technical documents. Some of the most commonly produced technical documents are
reports, proposals, manuals, brochures, white papers and press releases. The resumes and job
applications also fall under the category of technical writing.

The subject of a technical writing can either be tangible or intangible. The most commonly produced
technical documents are technical reports, research papers/articles, white papers, manuals,
brochures/fliers, proposals and press releases.

Based upon the types of audience targeted; these documents fall into one or more of the following
categories.

1. Traditional technical writing: Medical studies, technical reports, research papers and white
papers.

2. End-user documentation: All kind of manuals and employee handbooks.

3. Technical marketing content: Press releases, catalogues, brochures and proposals.

1. Traditional Technical Writing

Traditional technical writings are materials specifically written for professional and technical
audiences. Examples of this category include: technical reports, programmer guides, medical
research papers, engineering specifications and white papers. A traditional technical writer
might also be a licensed building code inspector, computer programmer, pharmacist, engineer or
chartered accountant. The writer’s professional designation adds credibility to the publication
and may be a legal requirement.

(a) Science and Medical Papers: Research scholars and scientists collaborate with technical
writers to interpret, and organize the findings or the results of their research studies. These
results are published in medical and science journals. The presentation of material for
publication requires fine detail, accuracy and organization; which is done by professional
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technical writers. These papers act as learning resources for medical practitioners, and other
professionals to understand procedures and results.

(b) Technical Reports and Reviews: Technical writers assist in creating reports for business
growth and educational institutions too. Examples of professional reports include; project
and business status reports, legal case reviews and personnel activity reports. They are
logically organized and convey information in an objective, fact-based manner. Diagrams
are usually computer-generated and softwares such as AutoCAD, Paint, etc. are used to
draw diagrams.

Since reports are usually asked by higher authorities, they typically flow upward in an
organization. The pages of a technical report is usually arranged in the following manner:
title page, abstract, table of contents, introduction, background theory, theoretical analysis,
procedure, results and discussion, conclusion, works cited and appendix.

(c) Research Papers: A research paper is an expanded essay; that presents, analyzes and argues
our interpretation or evaluation. The targeted audience can be either specialists or even
laymen. It involves surveying a field of knowledge in an orderly and focused manner, in
order to find the best possible information in that field. Depending on the research
methodologies and the way data is analyzed, research papers may be persuasive,
argumentive, informative or analytical. The contents of a research paper may be organized
in the following order: introduction, background, objective, review of literature, procedure,
results, conclusion and bibliography.

(d) White Papers and Case Studies: White papers are authoritative guides written for a
business or political audience. These papers are written to highlight a company’s success –
and in this case, success with certain products or services. These technical documents
typically describe a solution to a business challenge or a problem. For example, a writing
that documents the details of how to make outstanding business is a piece of white paper
meant for the experts in this field. Case studies are experience reports that provide details of
how an account’s business goals were met with the help of a product.

2. End-user Documentation

In the end-user documentation, the end-user is a layman. Almost every product we purchase from
market has a written explanation of operation. These “how-to-do” pieces are written to help the
users understand and operate products correctly. The goal of end-user documentation is to help a
novice understand, and use technical items. As such, the content writer breaks down the
technological terms to layman’s terms. The writer explains the product accurately and give
solutions to possible questions that could be asked by consumers.

Examples of end-user documentation are user manuals for computer hardware, software,
televisions, cellular phones and other consumer electronics. Patient information booklets and
product inserts for in-home medical devices such as diabetic glucometer are also end-user
documentation.

(a) Product Manuals (User Guides): Product manuals or user manuals are those small printed
booklets, that highlight a product’s main features, general maintenance and basic operation.
Some of the most common examples of product manuals are computer hardware and
software, owner’s manuals for cars and radio, TV sets, vacuum cleaner, etc. These manuals
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are specially popular for all those people, who are not entirely familiar with the digital world
and paper is the only available option.

These guides are written for users to operate or configure either a device or a programme.
User help guides are broken down into small sections, depending on the type of ‘help’
needed. User manuals of household products such as mixer, electric oven, air-conditioner,
laptops, medical equipments, automobiles such as cars, vans, etc. are all instructional
documents.

(b) Installation Manuals: The installation manual gives the buyer the opportunity to check
whether the machine or system has been safely secured. An installation manual has not only
to do with safety issues, but also with the reliable and cost-effective operation of the
installation in question. These manuals tell users, how to physically set up a product.
Technical writers are responsible for writing clear and user-friendly, step-by-step instructions.

(c) Assembly Manuals: An assembly manual tells us, how to assemble a product. Sometimes,
an assembly manual looks like an installation manual. But there is a big difference between
the two: whereas an installation manual concentrates itself on a product that has already
been assembled, an assembly manual is meant for products that have to be built up from
scratch. For example, a music system is already a complete product. It only needs to be
secured, but a chair from IKEA needs to be assembled. It is important for these instructions
to be written in a way, that ensure users can accurately assemble products.

(d) Augmented Reality Manuals: Product manuals can be in the form of online e-learning web
pages or even augmented reality instructions. Nowadays, the manufacturers provide their
buyers with an instruction video, instead of a printed manual. Since reading text takes
considerably more time, than conveying the same message visually, instruction videos have
become popular. ‘Augmented reality’ stands for a mixture of video information and
artificially supplied information, i.e., information that is digitally added to a video to make
things even more crystal-clear.

(e) Policy Manuals: A policy manual is a way to communicate the guidelines of an
organization in black and white. This manual is a collection of documents that define
organization rules, policies and procedures, which are developed to help the staff and
management run the organization. The standardized policies and procedures of the company
which are carefully drafted in a policy manual procedure, save the company countless hours
of management time.

(f) Employee Handbooks: Similar to policy manuals are employee handbooks, which are the
first things given to a new employee. These policies help to organize and announce
management’s plans for growth, by explaining employee benefits and workplace issues.

3. Technical Marketing Content

Technical marketing content serves as a bridge for products, consumers and businesses to
understand each other. Technological marketing communications, called MarCom, are tied to
advertising, product promotion and marketing. MarCom is targeted interaction with customers
and prospects using one or more media such as direct mail, newspapers and magazines,
television, radio, billboards, telemarketing and the internet. Examples of MarCom include
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promotional brochures, press releases, advertisements and catalogues. MarCom was traditionally
a print medium but has mostly evolved into CD-ROM and Web Copy.

(a) Brochures: A brochure is the building block of all marketing materials. It describes the
benefit of a product or service in a piece of paper. Brochures take users to a deeper level of
understanding and appeal through clear descriptions, functions and uses of a product.

(b) Press Releases: When a new product or a service is launched by a company, press releases
are authored by technical writers in order to give wide publicity. These documents describe
the product’s salient features and its utility to the end-users.

(c) Proposals and Pitches: Project proposals are documents that describe the purpose of a
project, the process in which the tasks will be performed, the methodology used to complete
the project, the time required to complete it, and finally the estimated cost of the project.
Many business-to-business sale relations involve proposals and pitches, written by technical
writers. Once the business plan is set, technical writers gather key elements of the executive
summary to create a pitch. Research proposals are documents proposed by academicians or
scientists for research purposes. These proposals are usually written in memorandum form.

In addition to the above-mentioned three main categories, technical writing is also used for
specialized projects such as IRS documents or government grant proposals. It is used by
technology companies, banks, governments, educational institutions, medical establishments and
many private companies.

1.3 Styles in Technical Communication
Technical Writing requires a strong foundation in general writing; including knowledge of grammar
and punctuation conventions. Technical Writing is direct, informative, clear and concise, written
specifically for an identified audience. To deliver the intended message, the text must be objective and
persuasive without being argumentive.

The Elements of Style by William Strunk & White (1918) details eight elementary rules of usage, ten
elementary rules of composition, a few matters of form and a list of commonly misused words and
expressions. Even today, The Elements of Style is the best known writing style guide, and most
influential prescriptive treatment of English Grammar and Usage. The rules of Technical writing style,
which have been adapted from the first edition are briefed as under:

1. Opening Page – Essential information

2. Heading – Use strong verbs and specific nouns

3. Audience analysis

4. Keep information specific

5. Write in plain English

6. Use active verbs

7. Keep your average sentence between 10 to 20 words

8. Edit wordy phrases
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9. Use simple words

10. Avoid jargon

11. Keep technical terms to a minimum

12. Use examples and illustrations and analogies

1. Opening Page – Essential information

The opening page should be used to present the essential information. Avoid starting with
background, introduction or methodology, in order to use the most valuable part of the
document – the first page – in the best way.

2. Heading – Use strong verbs and specific nouns

When you have your sections and subsections, give them headings with strong, active verbs and
specific nouns, which will make your writing more direct and interesting. For example, Standard
Headings – The Mechanization of Auto Assembly can be stated as ‘Mechanizing Auto Assembly’.

3. Audience analysis

In technical writing, usually the audience consists of technocrats and scientists. Still, an audience
analysis is required to match your content to the knowledge of your audience. You may assume
that everybody understands common terms but you may need to explain more complex terms.

4. Keep information specific

When you give details, moving from general to specific improves your technical documents. For
example, if a manager wants to know why production stopped for an hour on the assembly line,
you have to give specific information. How specific your writing should be, depends on the
reader and your reason for.

5. Write in plain English

You have to control sentence length, cut down jargon and make your writing specific and tight.

According to Richard Johnson-Sheehan (2015), readers should be able to identify the subject of
the sentence. Opaque prose often hides the subject in an object or subordinate clause.

6. Use active verbs

Active verbs make your writing simpler, less awkward, clearer and more precise. Sentences
based on forms of to be (e.g., is, are, were, etc.) are generally more verbose and less clear.

7. Keep your average sentence between 10 to 20 words

Long sentences are more likely to confuse the readers.

Johnson-Sheehan (2015) recommends that sentences be “breathing length.” If you read a
sentence out loud, and need to pause to inhale before you finish the sentence, the sentence may
be too long.



11Fundamentals of Technical Communication Skills

8. Edit wordy phrases

Unnecessary words and phrases obscure meaning. You have to make every word count in
technical documents. The document becomes more readable, if we edit the wordy phrases and
use shorter sentences.

9. Use simple words

Using simple words makes our document more readable. Replace complex words with simple
words. This will allow the readers to interpret the text easily.

10. Avoid jargon

Jargon is used by a particular group of people in a specialized field. It may not be understood by
any other group or individual. So, avoid using jargons in your writings. If at all it is used, define
or explain the meaning.

11. Keep technical terms to a minimum

If your end-user is a layman, it is better to keep the technical terms to a minimum.

12. Use examples and illustrations and analogies

Use examples and illustrations and analogies to explain difficult information or new ideas.

1.3.1 Technical Writing – Syntax

Certain rules and regulations have been laid out regarding the syntax of Technical Writing. Following
are the rules related to syntax of technical writing which have been adapted from the 4th edition of
‘The Elements of Style’ by Strunk and White (1918).

1. Omit meaningless words

Avoid verbose, i.e., addition of meaningless words in Technical Writing. In A Dictionary of
Modern English Usage (1926), Henry Watson Fowler says, “It is the second-rate writers, those
intent rather on expressing themselves prettily than on conveying their meaning clearly.” The
following italicized words are examples of verbose or needless words: definitely – proved,
orange – in color, worst-case – maximum possible error, because – of the fact that, although –
despite the fact.

2. Avoid starting sentences with participle

Never begin a sentence with a word that has an “-ing” suffix. For example:

“Assuming a < 1 and substituting in Eq. 12, the relation becomes Eq. 14.” x

Instead we can write – “When a < 1, Eq. 12 can be simplified to become Eq. 14.” √

3. Statements should always be in positive form
A statement in positive form tells us about what is wanted. Negative form statements tell us
about what is not wanted.
None of these integers were non-negative. x
All of these integers were positive. √
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4. Avoid ambiguous words and give numerical values in statements

The voltage across a forward-biased silicon diode is small. x
The voltage across a forward-biased silicon diode is about 0.7 V. √

5. Avoid dangling comparatives and superlatives

The range of options in the comparison must be specified.
The voltage across the diode is smaller. x
The voltage across the diode is smaller than the voltage across resistor R1. √

6. Use similar units

If the values of X and Y are compared, then X and Y must have the same units.
For example, in this design, R was chosen to be larger than C. x
Since R is a resistance and C is a capacitance, their dimensions are not the same, and hence R &
C cannot be compared.

7. Use present tense

About verb tense, it is appropriate to use present tense for things that are true when the author
writes about them and will still be true in the future when the text is read.

8. For numbers

For numbers between –1 and +1, insert a zero to the left of the decimal point in order to avoid a
“naked decimal point”. For example, use 0.47, not .47.

9. Spelling the numbers

When a number is at the beginning of a sentence, it is always spelled out. In general, single digit
numbers (zero through nine) are spelled out, while numbers of two or more digits (10, 20th
Century, etc.) use figures.

10. Space between number and unit

There should always be one blank space between a number and a unit. “5 kHz”, not “5kHz”.
There is no space between the metric prefix and the base unit.

11. Avoid intensifiers

Avoid using adverbs such as really, very, quite, extremely, severely, etc. when they are not
necessary.

1.3.2 Writing Techniques for Websites
Regarding the writing techniques for websites, Johnson-Sheehan (2015) recommends a few techniques
for website writing. He suggests that sentences on websites should be very short. Paragraphs on
websites should typically contain only a few sentences, to support readers who scan the website
content to find the information they seek. Links should reflect titles, and the tone or style of the
website and it should match the content. Writers for websites must be especially aware of the needs of
a multinational audience.
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1.3.3 Technical Writing Checklist

Given below is technical writing checklist; adapted from The Chicago Manual of Style, which is
accepted as a guide for technical writing worldwide because it is of the College of Engineering
standard.

1. Content Guidelines

 Organize logically (tell a story).

 Provide adequate background.

 Clearly state the objectives.

 Provide adequate content to meet objectives.

 Limit information to that which supports the objectives.

 Place important data in the body of the report, if applicable.

 Describe and/or properly refer to all methods and modifications.

 Include a quality analysis of the data that support the conclusions.

 Understand the purpose of every sentence.

 Reference all unoriginal materials, both in the text and in the references section.

 If applicable, include the name of the sample, and the date it was collected and analyzed.

2. Technical Writing

(a) Figures and Tables

 Provide clear and complete titles to enable use, when removed from the document.

 Develop adequate contrast and distinguishable line types for printing in black and white.

 Centre figures and tables horizontally within the report margins.

 Cross-reference in the text. Use tables, if there are more than 3 to 4 entries.

 Use the correct number of significant figures (or round as appropriate for
comprehension).

(b) Consistency

 Correctly and uniformly spell, capitalize, abbreviate, hyphenate, bold and italicize text.

 Precede a number with a value less than one with a zero (0.5).

 Provide uniform white space: margins, before and after headings, line spacing, and
spaces between sentences.

 Keep on the same line of text: number/units, salutation/name, figure/number and
table/number.

 Reserve underlining for hyperlinks.
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(c) Appropriate Language

 Eliminate contractions, personal pronouns, colloquialisms, jargon, clichés and sexist
language.

 Use active voice. Reword to the positive.

 Avoid saying the same thing twice. Rewrite sentences to prevent using the same key
words in one sentence.

 Provide certainty: avoid auxiliaries such as would, should, could, may, etc.

 Replace complex words with simple terms if they convey the same meaning.

 Begin sequential sentences with different words. Replace vague or ambiguous terms
with precise text.

 Replace verb-preposition combinations with high quality action verbs (talk about →
discuss, written up → compose).

(d) Text Flow

 Provide descriptive headings and subheadings.

 Compose clear and concise text. Avoid using more words than the idea or concept
deserves.

 Eliminate irrelevant information, emotion, unsupported opinions and judgments.

 Place sentences in logical order and incorporate transitional words.

 Limit paragraphs to one idea. Use sentence variety. Avoid very long (run-on) and very
short sentences.

 Combine sentences, when it improves text flow.

 Define acronyms and initialisms. Evaluate the need to define and use an acronym if not
referred to again.

(e) Grammar and Punctuation

 Use correct spelling, grammar and punctuation. Maintain parallel structure in sentences
and lists.

 Use “that” (defines and restricts) and “which” (generally unrestrictive) correctly.

 Use active voice to create concise, energetic text. Minimize the use of past tense.

(f) Appendices

 Include material such as calculations, raw data and lab sheets.

 Provide a clear and complete title for each appendix (Appendix A: Rheological Data)

 Refer to each appendix in the text (Appendix A).

 Sequentially label each appendix in the order they appear in the text.

 Precede table or figure numbers within each appendix by its corresponding letter (Table
A1).
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 Proofread for correctly spelled but incorrectly used words (from/form, there/their,
manor/manner).

 Number pages; for reports verify that the front matter, text and appendix pages are
correctly numbered.

 Sign individual and group work products, signifying agreement with the entire
document.

1.4 Communication
Definition: The word ‘Communication’ is derived from the Latin word 'Communis' which means to
make common, to transmit to impart or to share between two or more persons or groups. Merriam –
Webster dictionary defines communication as "a process by which information is exchanged between
individuals through a common system of symbols, signs, or behavior ".

Communication is as old as the human civilization itself. It is nearly impossible to spend even a day
in our life without communication. Whether at home or office, at work or at play, we are always
communicating either through words or through gestures.

Types: Communication can be categorized into two basic types: (1) Verbal and (2) Non-verbal
Communication. In Verbal Communication, we communicate through words ,and it can be either
'Oral' or 'Written'. If it is 'Oral', we listen to other person/persons to understand the meaning. But if it
is 'Written', we read what others have written to understand their meaning.

In Non-verbal Communication, we observe a person's appearance and body language to infer the
meaning. Though seems to be an exaggeration, noted psychologist, Sigmund Freud has observed that
“He that has eyes to see & ears to hear may convince himself that no mortal can keep a secret. If his
lips are silent, he chats with his fingertips: betrayal oozes out of him at every pore”.

Communication

Verbal Non-verbal

Body Language

Paralanguage

Appearance

Proxemity

Chronemics

Haptics

Oral Written

Figure 1.1: Types of Communication

1.4.1 Communication Process

Before we study the barriers to communication, we should know how the process of communication
takes place. In a oral communciation, there is a sender and a receiver. The person sending the message
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is referred to as the sender, while the person receiving the information is called the receiver. There are
six models put forward by different researchers in the last seven decades to explain the process of
communication. These are all initiatives by great scholars to simplify the process of communication,
and help in the better understanding of communication process. But Shannon and Weaver (1948)
model, the first general model of communication, is the most popular model, and is widely accepted
all over the world.

Shannon and Weaver’s Model of Communication Process

The basic concept of communication is that, it is a process of sending and receiving messages or
transferring information from one part (sender) to another (receiver). But Shannon and Weaver Model
proposes that there are seven major elements of communication process. They are: (a) sender (b) ideas
(messages) (c) encoding (d) communication channel (e) receiver (f) decoding and (g) feedback.

(a) The Sender: A sender also known as communicator is the person or group who is initiating
the message. The sender’s personality, beliefs, cultural, and education – all influence the
message.

(b) Encoder: Encoder is the transmitter which converts the message into signals. The sender’s
messages are converted into signals like waves or binary data which is compactable to
transmit the messages through cables or satellites. For example; in telephone, the voice is
converted into wave signals and it transmits through cables.

(c) The Message: The sender encodes the message, i.e., translates information into symbols
(usually words) that represent the ideas or concepts of the message that needs sending. The
message can be verbal – either oral or written. It may be a non-verbal message consciously
or unconsciously send.

(d) The Channel (Medium): The channel is the means by which the message is sent. Some
common channels are spoken voice, telephone, radio, television, written word and
computers, e-mail or texting, which are everywhere today. Using the wrong channel may
result in miscommunication.

(e) The Receiver: The Receiver, also known as the Interpreter, is the person or group to whom
the message is sent. Receivers are also influenced by internal factors such as their
personality, their receptivity to the message or their relationship to the sender, their current
feelings, mood, or state of mind. Their education, culture and prior knowledge can also alter
successful message reception.

(f) The Decoder: Once the message moves through the channel, the receiver then decodes it.
The receiver interprets the sent symbols and attempts to assign some meaning to them and to
the message in general. The receiver uses his or her own experience and the context of the
message to interpret its meaning.

(g) Feedback: This is the return message from receiver to sender – a response to the message in
any form. Even a non-response can be interpreted as feedback. It is the feedback that
enables the sender to know, whether the message was received successfully or not.
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Noise: Though this process seem to be very common, there are potential breakdowns at every turn.
Spoken words are accompanied with body language, which can be misinterpreted and cause
breakdowns. A misplaced comma, or a thoughtful pause in response to a question can be mistaken for
another intention. All of these possibilities (and many more) are considered “noise,” which is anything
that interferes with any part of the process of communication

Information
Source

Transmitter Reception Destination

Sender

Noise

Channel Decoder ReceiverEncoder

FEEDBACK

Figure 1.2: Shannon and Weaver’s Model (1948) of communication process

Shannon and Weaver Model simply proposes that, a message actually originates from the person who
gets the thought or has the information. The sender is also called the Information Source. The
information then gets transmitted from the brain to the mouth, and comes out as a signal, which then
reaches the recipient after joining hands with several noises and other disturbances. The recipient then
further passes on the message to its final destination or other minds of other individuals. At first, the
model was developed to improve the technical communication. But now, it is widely applied in the
field of Communication.

1.5 Barriers to Effective Communication
Effective communication is the lifeblood of an organization. But unfortunately, many barriers and
breakdowns occur often in communication. A communication barrier is anything that prevents us from
receiving and understanding a good conversation or good interpersonal interaction. The noted
philosopher, G.B. Shaw has very aptly said, “The major mistake in communication is to believe that it
happens.”

There are three important elements in a communication – the sender, the receiver and the message
itself. The barriers may arise at any of the following levels:

 The sender’s level in formulating/organizing thought, ideas and message or encoding the
message.

 The receiver’s level in receiving the message, decoding the received message or
understanding/interpreting the message.
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 The message level where the message itself is not clear.

 Transmission level where ‘noise’ occurs.

 The feedback/reaction level that is a necessary condition of the completion of the entire
process.

1.5.1 Communication Barriers: Types

There are many kinds of barriers to communication – those resulting from lack of planning and wrong
assumptions, semantic, cultural, psychological and emotional; selectivity in perception, listening,
information overload, goal conflicts and offensive style. These barriers can be broadly recognized and
categorized under six headings:

1. Intrapersonal

2. Interpersonal

3. Semantic

4. Organizational

5. Physical/mechanical barriers

6. Gender Barriers

1. Intrapersonal Barriers

Intrapersonal means “within the person,” i.e., related to one person. Intrapersonal barriers refer
to the elements within the individual’s personality, which act as barriers in receiving, analyzing
and interpreting the available information. Since these barriers exist in the mind of the sender or
the receiver of the message, it is also termed as the Psychological Barriers of communication
referring to the psychological state (opinions, attitudes, status consciousness, emotions, etc.) of
the communicators.

Though it may not be termed as communication in the traditional sense (where there is a sender
and a receiver), communication is a continuous process ongoing in the mind of a person, which
influences the communication in our everyday life. Our mind-associated problems keep us from
reaching a solution, obtaining a goal, establishing positive relationships or taking a step toward
finding a new job. Since our mind keeps on debating, we often underestimate our abilities and
have a psychological barrier that prevents us from reaching our full potential. These barriers are
also referred to as mental blocks or limiting beliefs – they are essentially things we come to
believe that hold us back from achieving some goal.

There are different types of intrapersonal barriers in an individual’s personality. Some of them
have been briefed as under:

(a) Lack of attention (e) Emotions

(b) Premature evaluation (f) Perceptions/attitude

(c) Poor retention (g) Closed mind and filtering

(d) Distrust (h) Resistance to change
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(a) Lack of attention: When a person’s mind is pre-occupied by other thoughts, he is
inattentive about what the other person is speaking. Naturally, he is unable to comprehend
the message he receives, which affects the feedback. For example, if a person is disturbed
with his personal or professional life, he will not be able to pay attention to anything spoken
to him in a meeting.

(b) Premature evaluation: There are many people who are impatient and do selective listening.
They jump to conclusions without hearing the complete message. This premature evaluation
of the information acts as a barrier to the effective communication.

(c) Poor retention: The retention capacity of our brain depends upon the importance given to
the subject. Our brain does not store all the information we came across, but in fact, it
retains only those which deems to be helpful in the future. Therefore, much of the
information gets lost during the retention process, and this acts as a barrier to the effective
communication.

(d) Distrust: Distrust among the communicators leads to derive negative meaning out of the
message and ignore what has been communicated. If the receiver has no trust on the sender,
then a meaningless communication will take place. For example, if the boss does not have
trust in his employee, he will give only selective information to him.

(e) Emotions: Human mind is composed of varied emotions, beliefs, perceptions, opinions and
thoughts, that facilitate different forms of communication. These emotions influence the
communication of a person. If the person is not in a good temperament, then he/she is not in
a state of listening properly and might say offending things to the sender. Emotions such as
anger, nervousness, confusion, restlessness, etc. affect the communication process and thus
act as hindrance.

(f) Perceptions/Attitude: The perception of reality, which is the product of one’s background,
experiences and mental makeup, varies from person to person. Attitude is an established
way, in which we think and feel about people and things surrounding us. Our perceptions
and attitudes also create psychological barriers to communication.

Example: Let us take the case of a supervisor watching a group of employees resting and
gossiping on the lawns. How will this situation be perceived?

To the supervisor, who believes that employees are basically lazy, the situation
communicates to him that they are playing truant with their work, and therefore should be
given more work to do.

To the supervisors who believes that his workers are self-motivated and are sincere workers,
the situation communicates that they are earning a well-earned rest.

To an insecure supervisor, the situation communicates that they are conspiring against him.

(g) Closed mind and filtering: Persons having closed mind have fixed opinions on many
things and he would interpret any information in a negative way. As such, it is very difficult
to communicate with such persons.

For example, a sexist person believes that men are superior to women in terms of
intelligence. In official meetings, this person would not accept the suggestions given by a
female colleague, thus disrupting the communication flow.
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(h) Resistance to change: It is the action taken by individuals and groups, when they perceive
that a change that is occurring is a threat to them. This resistance may be shown publicly,
verbally, and even argumentatively. Factors influencing an individual’s resistance can be
associated with a combination of psychological, contextual and sociological barriers.

Example: Let us take the example of transportation, business where the entry of Uber and
Ola shook the entire world. Historically, taxis had the upper hand in urban spectrum and the
entire taxi industry resisted the change, which was brought by Uber and other similar
services. Today, Uber continues to thrive, and people are adapting to this new system fast.

2. Interpersonal Barriers

When two people are involved in a communication, their personal traits that distinguish them as
individuals become the root cause of communication problem. These problems, which are known
as interpersonal barriers, may occur due to inappropriate transaction of words between them. The
most common reasons for interpersonal barriers are briefed as under:

(a) Language Differences: (c) Personality Differences

(b) Cultural Differences (d) Generational Differences

(a) Language Differences: Interpersonal communication can go awry, if the sender and the
receiver of the message speak two different languages – literally and figuratively. If the
employees just guess the meaning of the message, instead of clarifying it, they might act on
the mistaken assumptions. Misunderstandings may also occur among workers, who do not
speak the same primary language.

Difficulty may also arise because of unfamiliarity with words; for example, a word of some
foreign origin of which the receiver has no knowledge. In order to make the meaning clear,
a communication must be put into words which are appropriate to the environment and
mental framework of the receiver. Misunderstandings can also arise due to mispronunciation
of words or words having multiple meanings.

Example Problems arise due to multiple meaning of words. Difficulty in understanding may
arise even in the case of ordinary, words that have different contextual meanings. Like other
languages, English too has more than one meaning for many words. For example, the verb
‘run’ has numerous meanings (to move fast, to compete for office, a score in cricket, a break
in stocking, a fading of colours and many more). The Oxford Dictionary uses more than
1500 words to define ‘what’.

Different cultures have very different ways of assigning meanings to words. Hence, people
from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds are bound to face communication barriers
in their workplaces.

(b) Cultural Differences: Cultural barrier is when people of different cultures are unable to
understand each other’s customs, resulting in inconveniences and difficulties. Interpersonal
communication may be adversely effected by lack of cultural understanding, misperception,
bias and stereotypical beliefs. It is very common to face barriers or challenges to effective
cross-cultural communication in the workplaces, which consist of employees having
different cultural background. Cultural differences in body language and other behaviours
can sometimes cause great embarrassment leading to miscommunications in business
environment.
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Examples: In the US, it is important to look at a person, if the person is speaking to you. It
would be rude to avoid eye contact, which could otherwise be taken as lack of interest.
However, in many Asian countries including Japan, eye contact can be a sign of disrespect
or a challenge to authority.

Showing thumb is a sign of cheering or boosting up people in a number of Western countries.
But, the same is considered as a sign of insult in India and Bangladesh. There are many
other cultural differences in body language such as differences in facial expressions,
difference in proximity, and the way of nodding to indicate agreement or understanding.

In US, it is very common to address colleagues by their first name, a practice that people
from more formal cultures such as India may find disrespectful.

Stereotypes are assumptions about the characteristics of members of a particular cultural or
social group. Stereotypes are mostly negative, and are a serious barrier to workplace
communication which may lead to serious damage of professional relationships.

(c) Personality Differences: No two different persons are alike in their personality traits, and
this difference is one of the major causes of miscommunication. Personality traits also
influence the behaviour of an individual, regarding how he interacts with subordinates, peers
and supervisors in the workplaces. The extroverts are at an advantage, when it comes to
speaking out, sharing opinions and disseminating information. However, introverts may
have the edge when, it comes to listening, reflecting and remembering.

Example: Barriers to interpersonal communication may occur, when employees with
different personality traits undermine the teamwork; which requires mutual respect,
compromise and negotiation. Bullying, backstabbing and cut-throat competitions create a
toxic workplace environment that strain interpersonal relationships.

(d) Generational Differences: With the advent of technology, the interpersonal communication
in the workplaces has become more complicated. In every organization, we can observe that
there is generational division, as to how team members prefer to communicate with one
another.

For Example: The younger generation workers sit in cubicles, using social networking as
their primary channel of communication, whereas the elderly team members may prefer
face-to-face communication. Biases against employees based on age can also constitute a
form of discrimination. An employee from one generation may feel superior to those who
are younger or older.

Personal factors like difference in judgment, social values, inferiority complex, bias, attitude,
pressure of time, inability to communicate, etc. widen the psychological distance between
the two communicators. Credibility gap, i.e., inconsistency between what one says and what
one does, also, acts as a barrier to communication.

3. Semantic Barriers

The semantic barriers, which arise due to misinterpretation of words and their meanings, can be
both interpersonal as well as intrapersonal. Hence, it has been detailed under a separate heading.
The Oxford Dictionary of English defines ‘semantics’ as “the branch of linguistics and logic



22 Technical Communication (English) – I

concerned with meaning”. Any problem that arises from the expression or transmission of
meaning is called semantic problem.

Communication is based on words, and words are liable to be used in myriad different ways. The
number of words, howsoever large, is limited, but the contexts, intended meanings and
interpretations, their combinations and usages are many times more. The meaning is in the mind
of the sender and also in that of the receiver. But then, it is not always necessary for the meaning
in the mind of the sender to be the same, as that in the mind of the receiver.

For example, an advertisement, saying, “We give you much more” is ambiguous. The question
arises, “More than what?” There are many different interpretations of every other word/sentence/
utterance. Semantic problems may arise due to:

(a) Unclarified Assumptions (d) Use of jargon language

(b) Badly expressed message (e) Use of slang

(c) Faulty Translations (f) Inappropriate use of Phrasal Verbs

(a) Unclarified assumptions: Communication quite often becomes an embarrassing affair, if
we keep acting on assumptions without caring to seek clarifications. If, for example,
somebody, say a customer writes to us, that he would be visiting our office/factory on a
particular day. He does not care to inform that he would like to be picked up, assuming that
we will do all that as a routine, then it will be regarded as a case of incomplete
communication. It may lead to loss of goodwill.

Example: Problem in colour interpretation: In international environment, different
languages and cultural differences often cause communication problems. For example, in
western countries black colour is associated with death and mourning, while in the Far East,
it is white. Difficulties in communication also arise because the same words, phrases,
symbols, actions and colours mean different things to different individuals having different
cultural backgrounds.

(b) Badly expressed message: Communication, especially in business environment, is not a
casual affair. But, some people may not properly organize or compose, or may transmit
through a wrongly chosen medium. For example, giving a long winding narration of events,
meetings, results, etc. in respect of sales during a particular period, where a presentation
through table or graphs is needed, will lead to miscommunication. In the same way, careful
choice of words is very important as the use of inappropriate words can prevent people from
understanding the message. Thus, individual linguistic ability becomes very important.
Poorly explained or misunderstood messages can result in confusion.

Example: The parent of a student in Houston received the following message from the
principal:

“Our school’s cross-graded multiethnic, individualized learning program is designed to
enhance the concept of an open-ended learning program with emphasis on a continuum of
multiethnic, academically enriched learning, using the identified intellectually gifted child
as the agent or the director of his own learning. Major emphasis is cross-graded multiethnic
learning with the main objective being to learn respect for the uniqueness of a person.”
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The poor parent could not understand the message and replied that he didn’t have the
faintest idea as to what the principal was talking about. (Speech at Galesburg, Illionois, US
News & World Report, 23 January 1995, p. 23)

Effective communicators understand the value of condensing their message, identifying key
points and working to make sure that the audience gets the message without feeling
overloaded with data.

(c) Faulty translations: Languages are based on the concepts, experiences, views and such of
the cultures that developed them. Different cultures have different concepts and different
experiences. For example, Hindi words charpoy, lathi, etc. have no equivalent in English.
The French have no words to distinguish between house and home, mind and brain, man and
gentleman. Russians have no words for efficiency, challenge and having fun. Thus, wide
differences among languages make precisely equivalent translations difficult.

Grammar and syntax differences add to the difficulty to translate from one language to
another. Not all languages deal with verb, mood, voice and tense in the same way. Due to
the above reasons, the best translators often cannot find literal equivalents between
languages.

Example: There is a story about the computer designed to translate between Russian and
English. The English phrase “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak” was submitted and
then the Russian translation of that was re-submitted for conversion to English. The result
was “The wine is good but the meat is rotten.”

The best advice is to consider back translation—the technique of using two translators, the
first to translate from one language to other and the second to translate it back to the original.

(d) Use of jargon language: Jargon means technical terms used in an appropriate context.
Technical terms are words and expressions used in particular – arts, sciences, professions
and occupations. They are accurate and indispensable tools of communication, only when
used in their appropriate context. Use of jargon words by persons belonging to particular
profession often prevents us from understanding the message properly. Even though we may
be an expert in our industry, the use of related jargon will pose a hindrance to the different
audiences we address (customers, employees, investors, vendors, etc.). Jargons act as
shorthand, which eliminates the needs for lengthy explanations. But they become jargon,
when they are transplanted.

Example: You may very often hear computer people saying, “My hard drive got a virus and
crashed”. Other examples of computer jargons are bug, log on, reboot, blog, clipart,
blackhole, burn, cyberspace, crash, blind carbon copy, discussion group, etc.

(e) Use of slang: The slang expressions, often used by native speakers, pose as a hindrance in
understanding. Some slang expressions catch on, and find a place in the dictionaries (brunch,
hobo, blurb, bogus, etc.). The commonest slang words in call centers are big wig, deadline,
paper-pusher, perks, payhike, cushjob, rat race, nine to five, downsize, etc. Most slang
words are not in dictionaries, or in the word-lists, that non-English speaking people study to
learn English. The obvious conclusion is that, one should not use slang language in cross-
cultural communication.
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(f) Lack of knowledge of grammar: Inadequate knowledge of grammar often leads to
misunderstandings. There are times, when the situation becomes quite hilarious. Here is a
collection of snippets showing wrong usage of modifiers by Richard Lederer (2004):

– Mrs. Shirley Baxter, who went deer hunting with her husband, is very proud that she
was able to shoot a fine buck as well as her husband.

– The burglar was about 30 years old, white, 5'10", with wavy hair weighing about 150
pounds.

The above kind of errors are often known as modified danglers.

(g) Inappropriate use of phrasal verbs: Some of the greatest problems in understanding
English language arise when the non-native speakers use phrasal verbs. By phrasal verb, we
mean a phrase consisting of a verb and a second element (usually a preposition), producing a
meaning that the verb alone does not have. When combined, they have a meaning quite
different from the meanings, the words have alone. Let’s take the example of the phrasal
verb – break-up. When combined, they have a meaning quite different from the meanings
the words have alone. The meaning changes when the same verb is combined with other
prepositions like break away, break out, break in, break down, etc.

4. Organizational Barriers

Organizational Barriers refer to the hindrances in the flow of information among the employees,
that might result in a commercial failure of an organization. Communication in an organization
helps in maintaining a smooth coordination and cooperation between all the levels of a business
organization. The success or failure of an organization often depends on its ability to
communicate with its members. Any barrier in communication leads to spreading misinformation,
ambiguities, conflicts or unnecessary stressful situations. Some of the common barriers to
effective communication in a business organization are discussed below.

(a) Complex Organizational Structure (d) Organizational Facilities

(b) Hierarchical Positions in the Organization (e) Information overload

(c) Organizational Rules and Policies

(a) Complex organizational structure: If the number of management levels is more in an
organization, then the communication gets greatly affected. It has been noticed that, the
moment information exchanges hand, its credibility reduces. This happens because
messages are often modified to make them more acceptable to the receiver. In case of oral
communication, people handle information carelessly, and thus the message gets changed.
In case of upward flow, the communication gets delayed whereas; in case of downward
communication, by the time it reaches the intended receiver, it gets distorted. Thus, the
improper information being transmitted to others acts as a hindrance in the communication
process.

(b) Hierarchical positions in the organization: In every organization, the employees are
divided into several categories on the basis of their job role and levels of the organization.
The people occupying the upper echelons of the hierarchy are superior to the ones
occupying the middle and the lower levels, and thus, the communication among them would
be formal. This formal communication often acts as a barrier to the effective communication.
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People are more comfortable in communicating with persons of similar status as their own.
Communication with persons of higher or lower status is likely to be formal & reticent
rather than informal & free; which might be used to show the hierarchical levels. The
distance between the superior & subordinate and the difficulty in freer communication
between them tends to be heightened through status symbols.

Example: Status symbols within an organization may be in the form of separate parking
space, separate bathrooms, separate refreshment rooms, cabins with stylized furniture,
carpets, etc.

(c) Organizational rules and policies: Often, organizations have well-defined rules regarding
what and how the messages are to be sent. For example, if the company policy is that all
communications in the office is to be done in writing, then even for a small message, the
medium used would be written. Since written messages can be documented, this stringent
rule may lead to dissatisfaction amongst employees, and they would refrain from sending
any message.

Similarly, the organizational policy defines the relationship between the employees, and the
way they shall communicate with each other, and with the employer while maintaining their
levels of position in the organization. This would lead to delay in the message transmission,
and hence the decision-making would also get delayed.

(d) Organizational facilities: In order to facilitate the communication, the organization provides
facilities to employees such as computers, telephones, mobiles, internet connections,
translator, etc. Absence of these facilities may cause hindrance and the communication may
get adversely affected.

(e) Information overload: Nowadays, in our workplaces, we are confronted with too much of
information, which is yet another barrier. There are massive volumes of new information
coming to us every day through internet, social media, mobile phone applications, texting
and e-mail, newspapers, magazines, radio and television, etc. When we attempt to process
all this information in our brain, which is more than we can handle, our brains become
overloaded and fatigued.

Some business leaders provide a vast amount of information to their various teams, which is
unmanageable. People respond to this kind of information in different ways. Firstly, they
may disregard certain information; secondly, they are also likely to make errors, when they
become overwhelmed or swamped with too much information.

5. Physical and Mechanical Barriers

Physical barriers are the environmental and natural conditions, that act as barriers in
communication in sending message from sender to receiver. Organizational environment or
interior workspace design problems, technological problems and noise are the parts of physical
barriers.

(a) Environmental factors

(b) Workplace design problems

(c) Technological Problems
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(a) Environmental factors: Environmental factors like thunderstorm, rain, wind, etc. create
disturbance causing disruption in communication flow. Other noises present in and around
the surroundings such as; the humming of the air-conditioner, the noise of the moving fans,
vehicles running by, etc. also act as physical barriers of communication.

(b) Workplace design problems: Unstable temperature and improper lightening also make
people uncomfortable, and distract them from focusing, creating and sending a proper
message. If these problems are reduced or eliminated, the communication will become
effective, as there would be less distortion and interference.

(c) Technological problems: If the employees’ workspaces are far away from the room of
employers, they work through phones or e-mails to take orders, make plans, get feedbacks
and suggest new ideas. Technological problems or technical breakdowns such as; poor
network, computer virus or crash can happen anytime.

These technical problems are also referred as mechanical barriers by some authors. Other
examples of mechanical barriers are; noisy communication machines, absence of means of
communication instruments, transmission interruption and power failure. We can overcome
the physical barriers by identifying the source of noises, removing physical sources of
distraction, and ensure that all technology works effectively.

6. Gender Barriers

Gender barriers to communication can incite problems at home as well in the workplace. Societal
stereotypes, assumed gender roles, and interpersonal differences contribute to communication
gap between the sexes. The assigned roles of men and women in society exacerbate to the gender
divide.

(a) Relationship Orientation (c) Unequal Engagement

(b) Decision-Making Process (d) Speech patterns

(a) Relationship orientation: Generally, women prefer to build in a relationship, and then uses
that relationships to work collaboratively; whereas men use tasks as a means to connect with
others. Thus, a conflict between task-oriented communications and relationship-oriented
communication may arise at workplaces. Men tend to internalize conflict, and women’s
natural inclination to be empathic instead of analytical deepens the divide.

(b) Decision-making Process: Another common gender barrier to communication is the
process of decision-making, which is quite different in males and females. Women are
process-oriented, and prefer to gather information, whereas men rely on a product-driven
communication style. When an issue arises in the workplace, a female leader is likely to
seek advice from other colleagues, whereas a male leader may take the decision on his own,
without consultation.

(c) Unequal Engagement: Men tend to lead and dominate a conversation to demonstrate
competence. They often interrupt women during discussions. Women, on the other hand,
seek to understand and listen to others in mixed gender groups. They are empathetic, and
give everyone an opportunity to contribute to a conversation.
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(d) Speech patterns: There are distinct differences between the speech patterns in a man and
those in a woman. A woman speaks between 22,000 and 25,000 words a day whereas a man
speaks between 7,000 and 10,000 words. A man talks in a linear, logical and
compartmentalized way, features of left-brain thinking. On the other hand, a woman talks
more freely mixing logic and emotion, features of both sides of the brain. It also explains
why women talk for much longer than men each day.

Most communications barriers are fairly easy to identify. Of all the barriers to effective
communication, the one that causes the most problems is not paying attention. If we start paying more
attention to conversations, to people, and to life in general, we will be able to overcome these barriers
gradually. This will go a long way towards helping us connect with people. More importantly, we will
feel at ease in practically any situation, confident that we will be able to handle it.

1.6 Interpersonal Skills
Definition: Interpersonal skills can be defined broadly as “those skills which one needs in order to
communicate effectively with another person or a group of people” (Rungapadiachy, 1999). These are
the skills which we use every day; whether at workplaces or at social gatherings, when we
communicate and interact with other people, both individually and in groups. Interpersonal skills
include everything from communication and listening skills to attitude and deportment. These skills
are a prerequisite for many positions in an organization. Whether you are interviewing for a job,
starting a new relationship, or communicating as part of a team, interpersonal skills are important.

People with strong interpersonal skills are often more successful in their professional as well as
personal lives. In today’s job market, the recruiters are always in search of candidates who have strong
interpersonal skills. Regarding the skills, which are valued most highly in the modern workplaces,
Hargie (1997) argued that competence in the majority of professions relies on the implementation of
three sets of skills – “cognitive skills” (the knowledge base of the particular profession), “technical
skills” (ability to use any specialized equipment, etc. necessary) and “social or communication skills”
(including individual’s ability to perform well in interpersonal settings).

Today’s recruiters do not look forward to choose candidates having great academic background or
strong technical skills. They rely on identifying interpersonal skills of candidates which differentiates
the job applicants from each other. These recruiters have a number of pre-screening tests available at
their disposal, to filter out the applicants even before they get to the interview stage. They use
personality tests, psychometric tests and assess to choose the best candidate who will better fit in their
organizations.

Although there is some variation in the literature over the exact skills that qualify under this heading
(Chant, Jenkinson, Randle and Russell, 2002), most authors (e.g., Rungapadiachy, 1999; Hargie and
Dickson, 2004; Hargie, 1997; Hayes, 2002) tend to agree on a number of core areas in which
competency is essential for effective interpersonal interactions. These core areas deal with a cluster of
personality traits such as social graces, communication, language, personal habits, friendliness and
optimism that characterize our relationships with other people. Here is a list of interpersonal skills that
are valuable across all roles and it includes, but is not limited to:
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