From Professional Writing Online
How Professional Documents Can Go Wrong

Each document below is a real piece of business or technical writing produced by an actual writer for some organizational context. Answer these questions about each document:

1. What relationship does the writer have with his or her audience? 

2. Do you see any ethical problems or issues in these documents? 

What does it mean for a document to be "ethical"? Here's a quick test for document ethics: Does the text mislead, misrepresent, lie outright, or harm? Does it fail to protect people, assume the worst of them, insult their intelligence, confuse them, trample on their feelings, do actual violence to their personhood, treat them as things (instruments to be manipulated), or put them in untenable positions? 

That's the negative side of ethics. But there is also a positive side. Writing can do good and help others (the ultimate purpose of all writing). Does the document treat readers (and other people) with respect? Does it respect their feelings and positions? Does it fairly and effectively represent the truth? protect their interests? help them solve or avoid problems? make their lives better? 

"Lifetime" Insurance Protection: Buyer Beware 
Background: People in the high-risk health insurance category might be enticed by a newspaper advertisement seeming to promise "lifetime" health insurance protection. Look at the newspaper advertisement below, then at the actual contractual language of the policy. Does the policy really provide enrollees with lifetime protection? Is the language of the policy clear?

From an insurance advertisement in local newspaper: 

You pay 20%, we pay 80%, that is until your 20% share reaches $1,000 per year. Then, we pay ALL covered expenses for the remainder of that year. One million dollar lifetime protection. That's virtually limitless financial protection for you and your family. 

From the insurance policy contract:

This Certificate is effective as of the date shown on the Identification Card and is renewable automatically, according to the mode of payment designated, by the payment of fees by or for the Member and the acceptance thereof by The Corporation subject to such membership fees and coverage provisions in effect on the date of any such renewal. 
Performing a Contradiction?

Background: You have just entered a web site, and you encounter this legal warning: 

PLEASE READ THIS DOCUMENT CAREFULLY BEFORE ACCESSING OR USING THE SITE. BY ACCESSING OR USING THE SITE, YOU AGREE TO BE BOUND BY THE TERMS AND CONDITIONS SET FORTH BELOW. IF YOU DO NOT WISH TO BE BOUND BY THESE TERMS AND CONDITIONS, YOU MAY NOT ACCESS OR USE THE SITE. 

What message does ALL CAPS send the reader? Has this reader been put in an untenable position? What is the effect on you, as a reader, when you encounter a legal warning like this?

Should Technical Reports Always Be Objective and Impersonal? Part I 
Background: The writer, "Just," reports to his superiors about the design of "special vehicles." The report is very analytic and objective, but it also hides what the writer is talking about. Or does it?

Memorandum 
Berlin, June 5, 1942
Re: Changes for special vehicles now in service at Kulmhof (Chelmno) and for those now being built.
Since December 1941, ninety-seven thousand have been processed by the three vehicles in service, with no major incidents. In the light of observations made so far, however, the following technical changes are needed: 

(1) The vans' normal load is usually nine per square yard. In Saurer vehicles, which are very spacious, maximum use of space is impossible, not because of any possible overload, but because loading to full capacity would affect the vehicle's stability. So reduction of the load space seems necessary.

(2) The lighting must be better protected than now. The lamps must be enclosed in a steel grid to prevent their being damaged.

(3) For easy cleaning of the vehicle, there must be a sealed drain in the middle of the floor. 

Signed: Just 

Should Technical Reports Always Be Objective and Impersonal? Part II 
Background: The writer is an engineer creating a short report trying to inform his superiors of a serious problem. Does he succeed in conveying his message?
Memorandum 
Subject: Operator Interruption of High Pressure Injection (HPI) 
References: (1) B. M. Dunn to J. Taylor, Operator Interruption of High Pressure Injection, 9 February 1978 (2) B. M. Dunn to J. Taylor, Operator Interruption of High Pressure Injection, 16 February 1978 

References 1 and 2 (attached) recommend a change in Babcock & Wilcox's philosophy for HPI system use during low-pressure transients. Basically, they recommend leaving the HPI pumps on, once HPI has been indicated, until it can be determined that the hot leg temperature is more than 50° F below Tsat for the RCS pressure. Nuclear Service believes this mode can cause the RCS (including the pressurizer) to be solid. The pressurizer reliefs will lift, with a water surge through the discharge piping into the quench tank. 

We believe the following incidents should be evaluated: 

1. If the pressurizer goes solid with one or more HPI pumps continuing to operate, would there be a pressure spike before the reliefs open, which could cause damage to the RCS? 

2. What damage would the water surge through the relief valve discharge piping and quench tank cause? 

To date, Nuclear Service has not notified operating plants to change HPI policy consistent with References 1 and 2 because of our above-stated questions. Yet, the references suggest the possibility of uncovering the core if present HPI policy is continued. We request that Integration resolve the issue of how the HPI should be used. 
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