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Part One




Chapter 1

Understanding Today’s Audiences

| Section A Reaching Audiences

Think about your day. How did you get and send information as you moved through
your day? You are bombarded by media messages from news sites, Facebook, Blogs,
WeChat, e-mail, and text friends. On your digital devices, you face many choices about what
to read, view, and access. You, like the average person, are blocking or tossing out messages
judged irrelevant, unclear, or uninteresting. At the same time, you are selecting information
sources such as fashion blogs or celebrity tweets.

Ours is a sound byte world, where much information comes in the form of headlines—
hundreds of them every minute. The careful writer will offer the audience words and phrases
that stand out and link more in-depth information. The fact of any message lies in good
writing crafted in a style that will capture a busy, active audience.

People today have an insatiable desire to be informed about events, such as devastating
tornadoes in the Midwest, the deaths of celebrities, or how college teams fare in national
tournaments. People in an uncertain and changing world are looking for information that
keeps them safe and saves them money. Today’s audiences also seek relief from economic
and military tensions around the world and turn to media for entertainment and information
about leisure activities.

Some people enjoy the analysis and discussion of events found on online independent
sites and blogs. Others turn to Twitter feeds, Facebook fan pages, or text message from
relatives and friends. Overall, audiences want and need information that will help them cope

with—or escape from—everyday life. How do writers get through the clutter of today’s
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.. Chapter 1__Understanding Today’s Audiences

lifestyles and the glut of media messages? How do they reach waiting audiences? They do
it with good writing. Audiences will not stick with messages that are confusing, incoherent,
or unbelievable. Writers today must craft messages that attract and hold people with their
content and structure. Messages today must be simple, clear, accurate, and relevant and often
are emotionally compelling.

Before they are printed, posted, broadcast, aired, or distributed, messages are written.
Communicators have to write first, regardless of what medium or technology they use.
All communicators must write a message before it is sent to its intended audience. Once
writers let go of a message, they have little control over whether the audience pays attention.
Although the message might arrive, it might be crowded out, deleted, ignored, or overlooked.

A variety of obstacles exist between writers and their audiences:

Media and Information Overload

Social media has overrun the world. Facebook connects your friends, LinkedIn
networks your jobs and Twitter embodies your insightful and mundane thoughts (for
better or worse). Slashdot, Digg and Reddit have made news social, while traditional news
sites have embraced services like Disqus to bring discussion to their articles. Quora and
Stack Exchange crowd source answers for your deepest questions and Amazon has made a
commerce community through product reviews.

But there’s a massive elephant in the room. Facebook, in its attempt “to make the
world more open and connected,” seems to instead make people more unhappy and less
satisfied. Twitter is a lightning rod for criticism, a land of vapid and meaningless tweets.
Even marketers question if social media is just a huge waste of time in the face of enormous
valuations of social media behemoths.

Most social media outlets do not promote meaningful, timely discussion. They focus
myopically on the information of the moment—the news—and in turn inundate their users
with irrelevant information while sacrificing the time needed to contemplate and form
meaningful, nuanced opinions.

Most news comes in the form of chronological feeds. Newspapers, magazines and
journals release current news on a regular basis. Television and radio broadcast the news live
as it occurs. Online services like Reddit and Twitter list trending topics, and Facebook feeds
display your friends’ news in real time.

But the 24-hour news cycle guarantees that no topic, no matter how important, survives



any of these institutions beyond a few weeks. We need to compartmentalize information
through feeds because there is just too much information to process at any given time. As
the pace of news has accelerated, so has the rate at which people consume news. News feeds
filter out the noise, consolidating information the world considers important. Yet, according
to a Pew poll, not a single news audience is well-informed about current events.

Feeds do not prevent information overflow; in many cases, they exacerbate it. We need
new paradigms of consuming and discussing the news, not because we need to understand
everything that’s going on, but because accepting that we can’t comprehend everything
allows us to focus on what we do know.

This is not to say persistent information doesn’t exist on the web. Online encyclopedias
like Wikipedia, journal databases like JSTOR and LexisNexis, and the Wayback Machine
serve important roles in data archiving. And search engines like Google allow people not
only to view the latest information but to search for information on a topical, rather than
chronological basis. Yet none of these are social in nature; they serve as research tools, not as
forums for discussion. Understanding and working with the ephemerality of news has real
consequences. So, the next time you hear that social media is worthless, think again—it’s a

reflection of society itself, and there’s a lot of work to be done in making discussion count.

Diversity of Audience

The use of a single term, such as “audience,” to refer to all those who are witnessing
a performance has the power to suggest that an audience is in some sense a single,
homogeneous entity. However, it has long been recognized that members of an audience
might significantly differ from each other in ways relevant to the performance they are
witnessing. Indeed, on occasion, they have considered the heterogeneity of the audience
as a dramatic topic in its own right. For example, different members of the audience to the
play in Hamlet interpret it in very different ways. The society continues to grow increasingly
diverse in terms of racial or ethnic makeup, sexual orientation, socio-economic structure, and
so on. Media writers must constantly work to keep up with changes in audience as well as in
audience needs and interests.

Getting used to the novelty of an experience is inevitable but it can be very dangerous
for one’s writing. Leaving aside other considerations where a sense of wonder aids the
writing process in today’s digital age, failure to remember the diversity of your audiences

and their backgrounds can take away important nuances from your writing and prevent
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it from reaching its potential for audiences. But here is a paradox. As a writer you
must be comfortable showing who you are or where you’re coming from or what your
own concerns are, because there is nothing so boring as a colourless, generic piece of
writing. The writer’s identity remains important in digital spaces while the potential
audience’s identity needs to be given more of a free range than earlier in our digital age.
As far as the audiences are concerned, the writer can neither assume they are just like them
or the opposite of who they are. One way of developing depth in one’s writing is to always
maintain nuances whereby one is able to appeal to and address a vast range of readers,
keeping in mind that they may span the entire spectrum of the whole range of exactly
same to completely different and everything in between. Even if one is addressing a niche
audience, the Internet has unlocked a huge potential readership so that we are able to reach
people we may not have been able to reach before. We may find like-mindedness in unlikely
places despite the fact that those people may eat a different cuisine or dress in a different
way. In fact, it is quite possible that you may find someone at the other end of the globe who
understands what you’re trying to say far better than someone who is right here. So why not
welcome them as audiences?

Yet, as we keep those other audiences in mind, we might need to do a few things
differently in our compositions. Because of the vast geographical and cultural differences
of people reading our works, we must examine our assumptions before putting them out
there and either explain them or defend them but not assume they are truths universally
acknowledged. Conveying background information about common events, beliefs or social
mores are crucial for understanding. Too much information may lead to boredom while too
little will make some audiences scratch their heads. Biases and perspectives not obvious to
the writer may need to be clarified.

Idioms and turns of phrase may not get across the global divide. It’s not just the
colourful phrases accepted in the Standard English of some countries such as “break a leg” or
“tell me about it” that has potential for misinterpretation. There can be local turns of phrase
originating perhaps in a misuse of language (such as “I freaked out all night” meaning “I
partied all night” in Bangalore—something I recently encountered and am still not too sure
of—part of a lingo not standard in Indian English) that can be puzzling. Yet, getting rid of all
idioms from a piece will surely herald the death of language and composition and everything
writers stand for.

Details we mention in our writing might also suffer a change in significance as its travels
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the Internet. Someone I describe as dark-skinned may not be visualized in the same way by
the reader from another geographical location. My descriptions of heat or cold in a bitter
winter in the temperate zone may be felt differently by an audience reading in the tropics.
My description of an exotic flower may not be exotic at all to the audiences while an analogy
I provide to explain something may simply have to be guessed at by whoever is reading my
piece.

Perhaps some of these changes and miscommunications are inevitable. In our global
world, perhaps some of these gaps in understanding will give rise to new kinds of sense
perceptions through language. Perhaps the world will come so close together soon that we
will all delve into the same sources and methods of understanding. But until then, we might
be better of being aware of differences and informing our writing based on a sense of the

diversity of our audiences.

| Section B Knowing Audiences

Imagine that you recently had a car accident and you were partially responsible. If you
had to write and tell your parents about the accident, what might you say? Imagine how you
might tell the story differently if you were telling your friends about what happened. How
might this version be different from the one you tell the insurance company? What details
would you emphasize? Are there some details you might tell your friends that you might not
emphasize or even mention at all in your letter to your parents or the insurance company?
Would the order in which you told the various details be different? As you can see, this
illustrates the way that we customize our writing to appeal to a specific audience.

Assignments are often designed with a particular audience in mind. For example, if you
are writing a business or legal memo, your intended audience is probably people with whom
you work, perhaps your boss or your co-workers. If you are writing a proposal of some sort,
the intended audience may be a professional but not someone with whom you are intimately
acquainted. Just as what you say to your parents and friends might be different than what
you say to the insurance company, what and how you report information may vary depending

on the audience.
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Why Is My Audience Important? _

Knowing your audience helps you to make decisions about what information you should
include, how you should arrange that information, and what kind of supporting details will
be necessary for the reader to understand what you are presenting. It also influences the tone
and structure of the document. To develop and present an effective argument, you need to be
able to appeal to and address your audience.

When writing an academic paper, try to remember that your instructor is not the only
member of your audience. Although the instructor is often the only person who will read the
finished product, customizing a paper to his or her level of knowledge can run the risk of
leaving out important information, since many instructors know far more about your topic
than the average reader would. In addition, omitting information that your instructor already
knows can result in a weak or unbalanced paper.

However, if you assume that your reader is less knowledgeable than you, you are likely
to provide more details and better explanations, which usually results in a much stronger
paper. While it is important to consider your instructor’s needs when writing your paper,
especially if he or she specifies particular requirements that you must meet, you should
consider whether there is a specific intended audience for your assignment. This part is
designed to help you to understand the importance of audience and determine what your
audience needs to know to follow your ideas.

To effectively plan your assignment, you need to figure out who your audience is and
what specific needs they might have. The best place to begin is your assignment handout.
Look to see if your instructor specified an intended audience. If not, you might ask your
instructor if there is a particular intended reader for the assignment. Common audiences
include the following:

Generalized group of readers: Sometimes your audience is just a generalized group of
readers. For example, your assignment might specify something like this: “Assume that your
classmates are your audience.” Generally, this means that your readers are college educated
and know about as much (or as little) as you do on the subject. These readers will need you
to provide some background information, as well as examples and illustrations to help them
to understand what you are presenting.

Professionals in the field: Sometimes your assignment might require you to address people
within a particular field or profession. For example, a business assignment might specify
the audience as other business professionals in the field. Likewise, for a legal memo, your



readers might be a group of legal experts. If your readers are professional peers, you can
assume they know the jargon and terminology common to that field. These readers may also
expect you to write in the style and vocabulary that is common to the field or discipline. If
your writing is designed for people with whom you work, you might be able to assume that
they are also knowledgeable about the particular project or topic you are writing about.

The larger academic community: If you are writing an academic research paper, chances
are that you are writing for an academic community, similar to the readers of professional,
peer-reviewed journals in your field. These readers will expect that your writing will
conform to the conventions of this particular field. It’s often helpful to look at the language
and style that experts in the field use when writing for these kinds of journals, so pay special
attention to this as you research. These readers will expect you to cite known experts in the
field (this shows that you are well-read and have done your homework) and to contribute
something new to the established body of knowledge.

Once you know who you are writing to or for, you can begin to consider the best way to
address your audience and customize the paper to meet their needs. Below are some things to
consider:

What is the relationship between the writer and the reader? If you are in a position of
authority over your readers, as might be the case if you are writing some sort of employment
memo, your tone might be more instructive and authoritative. However, if you are writing
to someone with more power than you, such as your boss, your tone should be more formal
and polite. You would make suggestions rather than issue directives, for example. Always be
polite and respectful to a reader!

How much does the reader know? Does the reader have more knowledge or less knowledge
than you? Are they familiar with the jargon or terminology of this specific discipline, or
will you need to define terms? Do they have the background knowledge (including the
history of the topic or issue) necessary to understand your topic, or will you need to provide
background information? You might also consider what information you can leave out. You
want to make sure you provide all the information the reader needs, but you don’t want to
bog down the reader with information he or she already knows.

Is the audience likely to agree or disagree with you? It’s important to think about this
before you begin writing, so you can write in a way that appeals to your audience. Sometimes
you will be addressing an audience that agrees with you, so you’ll be emphasizing why their

point of view is a productive or beneficial one, and perhaps arguing in favor of a course of



