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THE COMMERCIAL INSTRUCTION MANUAL 
F O R  

ELECTRONIC INSTRUMENTS 

This paper i5 about instruction manuals, a subject given much  to the technical manual art, but in return it 

which verJ l i t t l e  has been written. we are has al l  but obliterated creativity and t h e  freedom of er- 

wanting for literature on technical writing; individuals, pression so necessary to any writer Or editor* 

professional societies. schools, and companies have Th i s  paper i s  about the cry - or commercial - 
contributed their ideas  about what makes good and bad insrruction book, and, to bring personal experience to 

technics] ~~t the instruction manual, which bear, it is about commercial instruction manuals for 
becomes mere vital as machines became more electronic instruments. I have in mind. as I write,  a 

complex, has apparently remained a matter of private smal l  company embark in^ on an instruction manual pro- 
gram without any previous experience. The writer and 

concern t o  each manufacturer, with no evidence of any 
editor are anfettered by military specificatloos, and they 

exchange about what makes a good instruction hook. 
wouId like to produce a good instruction manual. I wil l  

T H E  INFLUEHCE OF "MIL SPECS" 
divide my advice t o  them into three parts: the wri t ing,  

the editing, and the publishing of instruction manuals. 

There is one seemingly enormous exception to what 
I have just said shout the  lack of u ~ r i t i n ~  on the subject 

WHO WRITES FlRST DRAFT? 

of instruction manuals; that is the staggering number of An obvious and c o m m o n  question is, "Who should . . 

military specifications, which not on ly  prescribe t h e  write the instruction manual?" and th is  question leads 
s t r u c t u r e  of instruction manuals, but which offer different u s  into the rnalcter of placing the instruction manual 
directives for in strurtian manuals  on airharne r n m m u n  i -  eraup within the corporate organizatim. Some t i m e  aeo 

cations equipment, ground communications equipment, I surveyed sixty manufacturers of electronic instruments 
vehicular communications equipment, e tc .  The military, 
a s  usual, is nothing if not t ho rou~h  in the rnatrer of 

specifications. Now, miIitary instruction rnanuaIs are 

outside the s c o p e  of th i s  calk; obviously, anything I or 
anyone could offer on chat subject would be superffuous, 
However, because of t h e  constant influence of the rniIi- 
tary specif icat ions on almost all  t echnica i  writing today, 
I would l ike te make these two points before I move on: 

to find out what  I could about instruction manual methods 
throughout the industry.' Of those w5o replied, almost - 
two thirds placed their instruction rnanual groups in the 
Engineering Department. In most of the other companies, 
manuals were an activity of the Sales Department. There 
are excellent grounds for the Engineering approach; the 
information must originate there, and accuracy demands 
close cooperation between writer and engineer (if,  indeed, 

Fir<?, r h ~  beginning writer nr editor of cornrnerl-ial manu- they are net t h e  same persnn), Hnwev~r,  the argument 
als wiII profi t  prcatlv from a study af a f e w  pertinent 
"Mil Specs." Here is a pracrical, field-tested way of 

publishing a n  instruction manual, and anyone who has 
written to "Mil Specs" will certainly want to apply some 
of their precepts to commercial manuals. The second 
point is that  the military specification does not really 
give criteria for a good instruction book. hut only for nn 

acceptable book. And here, I 'm afraid, is where instruc- 
tion manuals in general have come our the loser. An 
instruction manual is required a s  part of o government 
contract,  and the manual m u s t  be accepted by t h e  govern- 
m e n t  aEency involved. Acceptance is the  password, and 
many technical pvblicarions f i r m s  guarantee acceptance 
a s  a msrter of course. Acceptance means adherence t o  

the  specifications, which are necessari ly minimum re- 
quirements, for it  is more important, from a military 
standpoint, tbar al l  books be passable than chat some be 
outstanding. The whole  procedure is very FraTer, hut I do 
wonder if anyone ehinks beyond mere  acceptance and 
tr ies to wri te  n nnnunl better than merely "acceptable"? 
In short, the military specification bas  undoubtedly 

for placine the  manual group i n  Sa les  is also strong. 
Few companies  realize the potenria1 value of an instruc- 
tion manual a s  a sales stimulant, both by direct reference 
to other company products and - mass important - by 
further in^ t h e  de~eIopment  of the  corporate image. There 
will  be more on t h i s  aspect later in t h i s  paper. 

Whether the  instruction manual group (and by that I 
m e a n  w h a t e v e r  writers, editors, typists ,  a r t i s t s ,  e t c ,  are 
assigned t o  instruction manuals) falls under Sales or 
Engineering on the company organization cl~arr,  a certain 

amount of information about the  instrument can come 
only from t h e  engineer who designed it. According t o  
rhe survey I mentioned earlier, the design engineer bas 
f u l l  responsibility for preparing the  f i r s t  draft of t h e  in- 
struction mama1 in  almost half of the responding com- 
panies. In fully one quarter of t h e  companies, the engi- 
neer 's  responsibility did not end with a rough draft, for 
one out of four of these  insrrilment manufacturers does - 
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not assign any full-time writing or editing manpower to 
instruction manuals. 

The fallowing is one method of apportioning the re-  
sponsibiliries of authorship. I do not say it is always - the  best method, but I believe that it makes use of the  
design engineer's superior knowIedge af the instrument 
and ar t h e  same time does  not demand of him even a 

rough draft of rhe complete instruction manual. 

Let's consider the makeup of a typical instruction 
manual a s  finally ~ u b l i s h e d .  There 's  a titIe page, a 
table of contents, instrument specifications, an intro- 
duction, sections on theory of operation, installation, 
operation, service and maintenance, parts list, interior 
views, and schematic diagrams. There are naturally 
many variations to th i s  outline, but, largely because of 

the unifying influence of "Mil Specs" i n  t h i s  country, 
tlre main body of the manual usually follows the intro- 
duction - theory - operation - service sequence. Asking 
a design engineer to write even a rough draft of all of 
these sections seems a p a t  waste of engineering time. 
He is the  expest i n  m a t t e r s  of theory and operation. T h e  
introduction, usually a few paragraphs on description 
and purpose of the instrument, is somewhat like a n e w  
product release, and the design engineer wil l  probably 
already be on record a s  tcl the description and purpnsp 

of the instrument. The service section will undoubtedly 
contain much routine information, perhaps lubrication 
data,  instructions on replacing tubes or components, 

). tables of test valtaec and resistances,  etc. Some of the  
rout ine  service information is simply plugged in pIace 
by the technical writer or editor. Tlie company service 
department, in  the case of oIder instruments, or the cal- 
ibration laboratory, i n  the case of new Instruments, is 
the  logical place to look fat service data peculiar to t h e  
specific instrumenr. In this  system, the technical editor 
asks of the design engineer information on the tlgeory 
and operation of fhe instrument. I do not mean t o  suggest  
that th i s  is a small requirement. Askine for an account 
of t h e  theory and operation OF a complicated insrrument 
is asking for many hours' work. But where e l s e  can au- 
thoritative information come from, especially in the  
smaller company? Remember that we relieve the engineer 
of originating the  more  routine parts of she manual, not 

out of compassion, but because we want his manhours 
directed to better use. But when the engineer sits down 
and describes the why and how of h i s  instrument, his 
t i m e  is well spent. h the very writing h e  may encounter 
problems overlooked in  the design of h i s  instrument. 
And, of course, t h i s  i s  the opportunity for the engineer 
to express legitimate pride in t h e  instrument he h a s  de- 
signed. 

tr 

EDlTORlAL RESPONSIBLITI ES 
A t e c h n i c a l  editor. under ch i s  sysrern, accumulates 

information from many parts of the company, orders I t  
according to a preset outline, edits t h e  whole for con- 

tinuity, and i n j e c t s  a consistency of s t y l e .  H e  handles 
a11 artwork, asking t h e  engineer lor cough sketches a s  
necessary, draws up t h e  parts list, snd manages t h e  

many details  that  arc part  of any editor's work. 

The most obvious function of an editor is to mend 
fractured grammar. This is just the beg inn in^, however, 
and the editor of an instruction manual will  i d e a l l y  spend 
less than  five percent of h i s  time playing the comma- 

jockey. This i s  not because good grammar is unim- 
portant, but because copy-edit in^ (i-e., edit ing for 
grammar) shou ld  be almost a refIex action to a good 
technical editor. If an editor spends Eanger than a min- 

ute or two correcting grammatic31 errors on one type- 
wri t ten  page, there's something wrong with him. If an  

editor sees a singular that should be a ?lural, there i s  no 
reason for meditation on the  subject ;  the editor's pencil 
bobs back and forth a few times, and the error is el imin-  
ated. A technical  editor should know the rules of good 
Rramrnar just as surely as a cook should know how to 

peel potatoes. 

The editing part of an editor's chares comes not in 
copy-editing, but in altering rhe writing s ty le  ot the 
authors to suit the audience for whom the manual is in- 
tended. First, the  editor must decide who chat audience 
is .  A common mistake, I think, i s  to try co make t h e  in- 
struction book all things t o  all peapIe. One must decide 
who h i s  typical or average reader will be, and edit from 
that  standpoint. 

Whoever the typical reader is, he will  appreciate 
simple, straightforward language. Simple, straightforward 
l a a ~ u a g e  does nor necessarily mean shon sentences 
made up of short wards. The firs t  criterion in a choice 
between words must be precision of meaning, never the 
number of letters in  the  words. The  editor wil l  probably 
find that  the  engineer's biggest faults  a s  a writer are his  
fondness for redundance. h i s  use of empty phrases, and 
h i s  gene ra l ly  trite use of words, as i f  he were mischie- 
vously intent  upon making even the  dulIest subject 
duIler. If th is  sounds harsh, it  isn't  meant t o  be. Writing 
style simply reflects reading habits; and engineers de- 
vote very little of their total readinq t i m e  ta fiction, 
poetry, drama, or other forms where they might learn chat 
there is usually mote  than  one way of saying something. 
R u t  then, w e  have our friend, the editor, so let's not 

dwell on the  writing insufficiencies of the engineer. 

The  instruction manual should bear a family re- 

semblance t o  other manuals  published by the same com- 

pany, both to promote corporate i m a ~ e  and t o  work a 
large part of the  instruction book program into a simple 
routine. The mechanics of paragraphing, referencing, 
etc, a r e  very important, and the company should draw up 
a standard specification for a s  manv ~f t he se  things as 
possibIe. If i t  seems I am embracinp: formal specifica- 
tions now whereas I denounced them earlier, I want to 







type face, even choice of paper stock,  and, again, by 
the  tone of the writing. On the cover, the company identi- 
fication shouId be in a style consistent  with that used 
in other company literature. If the  company has a sIogan, 
why not display it on the  cover a s  welt? The same ap- 
g I i e s  te n:onograrns or other corporate symbols. The 
idea1 instruction-book cover is quickly identified with 
i t s  publisher. 

Any typographer will telt you how every face has  i t s  
own personality, that  t h i s  one will stamp you as pro- 
gressive, that  one old-fashioned, etc. The smart editor 
chooses a conventional type face for maximum reada- 
bility; anything out of the ordinary wilI onIy distract  the  
reader. (Those other type faces i n  the specimen book 
are for wedding invitations, j ewelrv-store advertising, 
circus posters ,  etc,) 

AFTER THE PRllPlTlElG 
When the  instruction manual is printed, the editor's 

job i s  sti1I far from over. The manuals must be distri- 
buted, some i n  answer to requests, some within  the com- 

pany, some t o  the shipping department t o  join the subject 
instruments, and most to a storeroom. Inventory recards 
must be kept for a11 manuals, so that when a certain 
predetermined minimum supply is left, the reissue ma- 

chinery will  be s e t  in  motion. 

Manuals should be distributed i n  accordance with a 
carefully considered company policy. The company must 
decide whether it  will ~ i v e  or seIl a manual t o  every 
person who writes  requesting one. OccasionaIIy, some 
prime contractor may ask for two or three hundred copies 
of a certain manual. Thus it  is  best to establish at 

Icast a nominal price for all manuals, whether or not 
the  company intends to apply i t  in all cases. 

Customers have a dogged habit rrf losing insrruction 
manuaIs, and it wil l  ever be so. If the instrument bobs 
about i n  the second-hand market, almost every new owner 
will request a manual from the manufacturer. A11 t h i s  

bears upon the  question of estimating the number of 
manuals to be printed. It is not unusuaI tc find two or 
three books used per instrument shipped. T h i s  is one 

factor in  estimating quantity. The ocher is the  length of 

time that  you the books to Iast. The instrument 
wiI1 almost certainly undergo changes, and as the instru- 

ment changes, i t s  instruction manual becomes obsolete. 

Addenda and errata can be printed an small sheets and 
inserted in the manuals, but chis i s  not a very sa t i s -  
factory solution. Eventually the manus! must be given a 
rharough going-over and reissued. The company must 
determine the point at which its manuah become intoler- 

ably outdated. Given the desired lifespan of the manual 
pIus the rate of consumption, the editor can est imate the  

quantity of manuals t o  be printed. (Of course,  the eco- 

nomics of printing wil l  set minimum practical quantities.) 
During the  Iife of the manual, the editor co l lec ts  com- 
plaints and corrections, and files them in a record copy 
until they are called forth by the  re issue  alarm. Reissu- 

ing a manual shouId be a routine procedure, but is never- 

theIcss time-consuming. As s company prows, and new 
instruments are added faster than old instruments are 
dropped, the number of manuals ''up for reissue" each 
month steadily increases. At some point i t  may be heIp- 
€ul to make re issues  the  primary responsibility of one 

editor. 

When a company s tops  manufacturing an inst rument ,  

it is not automatically divested of all r ~ s p a n s i b i I i t ~  to 

the owners of that  inscrumenc. L should be able t o  fur- 
nish,  for a reasonable period of time after discontinu- 
ance, replacement parts and instruction manuals, It 

should never be necessary to teII a customer tha t  the 
instructions for h i s  instrument are out of print. A record 
copy of every manual and a photo-copying machine are 
all that are needed to ensure continued good wil l  among 
old customers. 

There h a s  been time for nnIy a passing glance at the 
subject of instruction manuals. One could easily devote 

a paper of t h i s  Iength exclusively to, say, schematics 

rrt- parts I i s t s  or service data. My approach has been 

broad i n  an attempt to touch all bases a t  l e a s t  lightly. 

Commercial ibstmction n t a n ~ i a l ~  seem t o  be standing 
still ,  as if their publishers ei ther  bel ieve that they  have 
found the right formula for a prefect manual, or just d o  
not care. It's a company problem. To many companies, 
the instruction manual is a necessary evil - something 
grudgingly supplied 5s part of a cootsact. If your corn- 
pany assumes such an attitude, I hope you wil l  tell your 
management that  you are cheating yourselves out of the 
services of ane of t h e  best good-will ambassadors money 
can buy - a high-quality, useful, attractive instruction 
manuaI. 
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