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The mind is a slippery place. To 
make things stick in it, you've got 
to get its attention and give it a 
vivid picture without distractions. 
Something it can relate to. Techni-
cal sub jec t s can compound the 
problem. 

Technical training can turn peo-
ple off. It can be boring, confused, 
intimidating, jumbled, overcompli-
cated. It can cause feelings of inse-
curity, fear and resentment that 
inhibit learning. And for many of 
us, reading technical instruction is 
a last resort. These communication 
blocks can be lessened by applying 
creative, technical art . These art 
forms include directed cartoons, 
interpretive sketches and process 
diagrams called WHIF charts. I'll 
explain each of these later. 

The first step in applying these 
art techniques is identifying which 
b a r r i e r s to communicat ion and 
trainee feelings are present. This 
is accomplished through the usual 
methods of front-end analysis with 
emphasis on what the job perform-
er really needs to know and the 

hidden human factors that affect 
their attitudes and performance. 
Get the information you need by 
interviewing production people and 
supervisors, as well as other key 
people, in an informal, non-threat-
ening way to get at the hidden in-
hibitors to technical communica-
tion. 

Technical training is a challenge 
for a number of reasons. Basic con-
cepts and critical working parts 
are often hidden among complex 
circuits and mechanisms. Opera-
tions frequently must be explained 
in a certain order; and to under-
stand them, the trainee must be 
able to identify key parts at the 
moment he/she reads about them. 
Resentment, fear, insecurity and 
other human emotions can inhibit 
learning. And technical trainees 
often suffer from a lack of concen-
tration and motive for learning. 

Creative technical art is not the 
only way to deal with communica-
tion barriers and an aversion to the 
printed word. Crisp, lean writing 
helps. Audio-visual programs in all 
forms can alleviate the problems. 
But creative technical art has a 
way of a t t r a c t i n g a t t e n t i o n and 

communica t ing t h a t can supple-
men t all t h e t r ad i t i ona l media . 
Maybe it's because cartoon art and 
sketches are associated with plea-
su re and make t h e mind more 
receptive. Research has also dem-
onstrated that extraneous detail 
inhibits understanding. 1 Ar t can 
e l imina te i r r e l e v a n t de ta i l , and 
focus on the significant facts. 

Directed Cartoons 
Directed cartoons as opposed to 

comics have a specif ic purpose . 
They can quickly communicate an 
idea that may take many words 
and might not even be read by the 
trainee. 

Car toons can also a t t r a c t at-
tention and make points by ex-
a g g e r a t i o n . The impor t ance of 
including all the significant infor-
mat ion in technica l ins t ruc t ions 
cannot be ove remphas i zed . The 
results of such omissions can be 
very costly. 

Another important use for car-
toons is to provide a character for 
t r a n s f e r of touchy s u b j e c t s or 
undesirable personal characteris-
tics away from sensitive individ-
uals. Such a character can sidestep 
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Figure 1. 

DETAILS ARE IMPORTANT 

w e 

the tendency to accuse the trainee 
of ignorance or negative attitudes. 
You can show the effects of good or 
bad cha rac t e r i s t i c s wi thou t ap-
pearing to preach or talk down to 
the trainee. The cartoon character 
can be dumb or foolish and get the 
message to t h e t r a i n e e wi thou t 
being degrading or threatening. 
The little character in Figure 2 is 
n a m e d W u n d e r i n g W i l l i e . H e 
learned how a telephone worked 
by making lots, of mistakes and 
doing dumb things. But employees 
at General Telephone, who didn't 
want to acknowledge ignorance, 
learned a lot that they needed to 
know. Each issue of the employee 
newsletter contained a cartoon and 
a few paragraphs of descriptive 
nar ra t ive . Fol lowing t h e some-
times comic adventures of little 
Willie encouraged them to read, 
and they learned in spite of them-
selves. 

We have all enjoyed comic books 
as chi ldren. E v e n t h e poores t 
comic book distributed by an em-
ployee's company will be read by 
each person and his family. This 
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powerful communication medium 
can get across messages that man-
agement has been unable to com-
municate in other ways. Cartoon 
strips can explain complicated in-
dustrial engineering concepts, in-
dustrial relations goals, the bene-
fits of teamwork and principles of 
supervision, to name a few. Figure 
3 is an example of a production line 
concept t ha t was communicated 
effectively for United States Gyp-
sum Company. This sequence is 
part of a cartoon book that re-
inforced ideas presented in an ac-
companying video tape. It stimu-
lated conversation on the job and 
in employees' families. 

Cartoons for technical training 
may be funny, but if humor is 
used, it is for making a point mem-
orable, not for entertainment. A 
cartoon can get a trainee's atten-
tion and help him r e m e m b e r a 
point he might otherwise overlook. 
For instance, you could print the 
following message in your manual: 
Use care in operating the slitting 
machine to avoid serious injury. Or 
you could increase the impact of 
the message by adding an appro-
priate cartoon. 

Here are some words of caution, 
though. Be careful not to introduce 
cartoon art that distracts the stu-
dent. If it is not designed to make a 
specific point or is used only to get 
a laugh, the student can miss the 
message you are trying to com-
municate and remember only the 
joke. 

As in video and film mediums, 
talking faces in cartoons and re-
dundancy is seldom effective. The 
a r t w o r k mus t con t r ibu te , rein-
force, or illustrate the verbal com-
ponent. If you can't explain the 
purpose of t he a r t w o r k , it is 
probably unnecessary. 

Interpretive Sketches 
Sketches that interpret what is 

really there, show it in a new light, 
or present its effective if not actual 
function have an important place in 
technical communicat ion. They 
supplement, not replace, conven-
tional sketches and technical draw-
ings. 

Such sketches can eliminate ex-

traneous and distracting detail and 
show the underlying principles of a 
process or operation. The effec-
tiveness of simplified drawings in 
communicating technical informa-
tion depends on the subject, colors, 
and other factors.2 

Interpretive sketches can also 
be used to impart human or animal 
characteristics to machinery. Fig-
ure 4 was used to emphasize the 
fact that slitting machinery poses 
hazards to the ope ra to r . The 
machine could also have been 
drawn to look coopera t ive or 
f r iendly , depending on the im-
pression to be communicated. 

Sometimes the equipment that 
performs an operation is beyond 
the s tuden t s ' comprehension or 
frame of reference. It relates to 
nothing in their experience, but 
they still need to understand the 
theory or principles of how it 
works. In such a case, you can use 
an interpretive sketch that uses 
familiar devices to graphically ex-
plain the concept. 

Expla in ing opera t ions or se-
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Figure 3. 

BENEFITS OF PRODUCTION LINE LEAD TIME 
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Figure 4. 
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Figure 5. 

AUTOMATIC TUBING DIAMETER CONTROL 

quences of electrical or mechanical 
events involving components that 
are unfamiliar to a trainee present 
another problem. Some descrip-
tions, such as the following may 
leave the learner puzzled at every 
word: 

"The tumbler shaft actuates the 
power cam to reset the balance 
valve." If each word brought 
mental p ic ture to the t ra inee ' s 
mind, he might be able to compre-
hend the sequence of actions. But 
the minds of many readers turn off 
at the mention of the first un-
familiar part. 

A most effective way to link 
sequence descriptions and operat-
ing components is through graphic 
devices called WHIF (when and if 
charts).3 A WHIF chart (Figure 5) 
is a drawing surrounded by de-
scription that explains a series of 
operations. It features a starting 
point and a chain of arrows that 
show the sequence of events that 
take place in a circuit or mechan-
ism. As each critical part appears 
in the description, it is boxed and a 
pointer extends from the box to 
the part on the diagram. The chart 
may be designed to begin with the 

be remembered. To be effective, 
each drawing needs a specific 
purpose. Talking faces, needless 
redundancy and pointless distract-
ing humor are ineffect ive. This 
article presents a few ideas that 
you can apply in your technical 
communication. The possibilities 
are limited only by your imagin-
ation. 

final step in a sequence and work 
backward to the originating action. 
Or as shown in Figure 5, the 
sequence may begin with the 
initial action and follow the series 
of events to the final result. The 
diagram shown is used to describe 
how a sensing device controls the 
diameter of extruded tubing. The 
trainee simultaneously learns the 
names, functions and locations of 
parts as well as cause and effect 
relationships. Similar types of flow 
diagrams have also been used 
successfully by General Motors 
Corporation in diagnostic and re-
pair manuals. 

Creative technical art offers a 
variety of ways to get attention 
and communicate technical and 
human concepts in ways that will 
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