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Beginning with the premise that product support
specialists and documentation writers are both
technical communicators, this paper explores the kinds
of cooperation and the degree of cooperation that exist
and can polentially exist between the rwo groups.
Four kinds of cooperation are covered: (1) sharing
information, (2) forging political alliances(3) sharing
duties, and (4) working together in STC. The paper
concludes that while there is a moderate degree of
cooperation between product support specialists and
documentation writers within individual organizations,
more cooperation would be highly beneficial.
Furthermore, STC is a potential arena for interaction
between the two groups on a national and international
basis.

Almost any technologically sophisticated product must
have documentation. But users often need information
that is not in the documentation or that they have not
been able to get from the documentation.
Conscquently, those who sell technologically
sophisticated products (and often services as well)
generally provide users with access to professionals
who can respond to individual inquiries. These
professionals work largely on the telephone but may
also respond to inquiries with written replies.

This communication function is known by such names
as "technical support” and “"product support” (the name
I will use here). Tt is performed in many technical
arcas -especially computers and health care. This
paper, however, focuses on the computer industry.

Although product support specialists communicate with
therr audicnces individually and, generally, on the
telephone, product support is--as Judith Ramey has
shown in a preceding paper--an aspect of technical
communication. 1L would not seem surprising, then, if
there were arcas of actual and potential cooperation
between product support specialists and documentalion
writers. This, at least, is the idea with which 1 first
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began to consider carefully the relationship between
the two groups, and it is the idea that underiies this
paper.

In pursuing my topic, I found that little has been
written about product suppert (15, and stll less on the
relationship between product sunpert and techaical
communicalion or computer Zocumentation. This
paper, then, is based very largely on my own general
familiarity with both funciioss and on a series of
informal interviews with product support an
documentation managers cenducizd {mostly on the
telephone) in early 1986 (25. The purpose of these
interviews was to gather infermation in an exploratory
manner rather than to conduct z carefully controiled
survey (3). Consequendy | have generalized from
these interviews only with great caution. Clearly there
is much more 10 be learmned about the product support
function in general as we!l as iis relationship to
documentation, especially through more narrowly
focused studies.

This study treats three ways in which product support
specialists and documentaticn writers can aad 2o work
together within their companies. The areas of
cooperation are (1) sharing information, (23 forging
political alliances, and (3) sharing duties. The paper
also raises the possibility of the two groups icining
together in STC.

SHARING INFORMATION

Product support specialists are among the very first to
learn of problems with the cormpeny's products. A
“bug” in & program, an cverhiesling problem in a pizce
of hardware, an error or omissicn or obscure seciion in
a manual--these are the kiris of problems that
immediately generate calls.

The documentation group, of course, needs 1w know
about problems in the company’s manual and often
about product problems ss weil, Thev will want o
improve the next version of
might need to preparc a re !
the product.  Not surprisingiv,
I interviewed told me that information is regularly
conveved from product suppernt 1o the documentation
writers. In some cases, there s a specific form: in
others, memos are written; in ~thers still, a copy of
the manuel is annotated by procuct support and then
passed on to the docums o= department; and in a
single case, information veved in oa porely
informe! manner.
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Information of this kind could clearly lead to

significantly improved d csc&mcatazioa Unfortunately,
gathering such %msma requires that product
support specialist 3&,5 more time with each caller.

When industry §é’3 iers are estimating the cost of each
product ssymzﬁ call to be as high as $15-820 (43,
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the market mf* group, the preduct developers,
mbers of the organization.

ers wavg inn which inf ormm 7 can be

support specialists aad

M the "*m:iw:{ support
ported that their staff

i &0“@31’

ers,

wtsr d

or ttvm% for

I for the
may the
ion from

useful

5;}% od
miy»m H
support adva

o

SUDDO ﬁ can prepar
extreme ca sS¢8, staf

Product support specialists and documentation writers
do indeed cooperate by sharing information: it is
standard practice for p w‘@éac{ su r*;:mt :@} cialists to
rz;arm writers of problems with the documentation or
with the product. But more ;’”;f(}?i’imif‘m of this kind
could potentially be conveyed. The other forms of
sharing information described above oceur in at least
some instances, but do not appear (o be standard
practices.

POLITICAL ALLIANCES

Are product support specialists and documentation
writers natural political allies within their
orgenizations? It might seem so in that neither group
justifies its exzstea:a on the basis of revenue generated
but rather by arguing that customers require not only
technically advanced products but the best possible
information about thoze products. On the other hand,
there is potential competition for funding and 2 certzin
sense in which one function lessens the need for the
other.

One further perspective can be considered: most
product support mana reported explosive growth in
their depariments, ané 52V era- sezmed nervous and
defensive about the ever- ing cost of their department
to the company. ii § éd seem g«asszszs that this

feeling could transiate into support for
documentation éeﬁa”
better prepared manua
documentation sets woul
calls.
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SHARING DUTIES
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tions in which the two functions are the
18 ibi étj; of separate departments there are still
s in which duties are sn.«s ed between these
departments. Kerry Pace noted that on one occasion a
up rson at Acmamama Microsystems
on group for eight months
e it was felt that this person's product
edge would be of special value on a particular
t Microrim, noted Terri Joyce, individuals
from one department are eccas;om%}y asked 1o help
relieve an overload situation in the other department--
writers will temporarily work on the hotline and
product support sgeeiaii%g will {can a greater service
be rendered!) proof galleys in the documentation
departmment, But these are not regular occurrences in
these two companies, and 1 found no other instances in
which duties were shared between the two depariments.
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would seem to be significant benefits from the
g of duties between documentation and product

A writer working in product support would be
directly to users of the company's

cumentation and would get a better feel for that
abstraction known as "the audience.” The value of this
experience, notes Delores Bergstrom, is well
zed at Microsoft, and writers are invited to
increase their understanding of their audience by
periocdically rﬂefzz{srmg product support calls. In
addition, a product support person working in
é scumentation would cernt ﬂmlv bwmre a é ’fsr writer
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INTERACTION THROUGH STC

Product support specialists see themse
people rather than ;3; fessional comm
their professional affiliations lie in the disciplines of
computer science and electronics or else in

professional fields such as accounting
Consequently, they have vet to est
publication or a professional organizat

ives as technical
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oun retrieval via databases, and {3} The organizations w
niial for the eclectronic transmission of professionals 1 int
roduct support professionals would, of spe

have a special interest in oral communication large, medium, an:
equipment for controliing and logging and software produ
g telephone cails. They would have some technical and relat

in writing but relatively little in typesetting These organizations, h 3
ting. All told, product support specialists convenience sample,
would probably desire their own ITCC stem and
profe nal interest committee, but would be (4) Imterview with Mitchell Kapor i
interested in a broad range of STC topics and Development, in Personal Comp:
activities. February 1986, p. 128.

My interviews suggest that there are considerably more
procuct support specialisis than documentation writers,
so parlicipation from even a small percentage of these
individuals would have an impact on STC. The impact,
I think, would be very positive. STC would be larger
and more diverse and would more fully represent the
field of technical communication. Also, interaction
between these two groups in STC would lead o greater
interaction and more productive cooperation in their
companies. Finally, STC would be providing z
national forum and professional identity for product
port specialists who recognize this need now and
probably others who will later,

CONCLUSION

¢ is a moderate degree of cooperation between

¢t support specialists and documentation writers,
here is the potential for much more, This
cooperation could potentially enable both groups o do
better work, gain more influence in their
organizations, and derive increased job satisfact
sTC play an important role in promoting th
e won. But as much or more needs to be
ished on an individual basis. Individual STC
rs, I believe, should investigate the potential
for working more closely with the product suport
professionals in their organizations.
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