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Overview 

● What is Empathy?
● 1: Plan with Empathy
● 2: Write with Empathy
● 3: Test Your Empathy
● Questions and Thoughts



What is Empathy? 



Sympathy 
is concern for someone who is 
experiencing something difficult or 
painful.



Empathy 
is actively sharing in the emotional 
experience of another person.



A sympathetic person says, “It’s too bad 
this person is unhappy.”



An empathetic person says, “I wonder 
why this person is unhappy?”



And, ideally, “How can I help?”





Empathy in Tech Writing 

So what does this mean for tech 
writing? 

How can we be empathetic? 



1. Plan with Empathy 



Who is an administrator? 



“A person who manages and supports a computer 
system or network.”



I asked A.I. 





What do we think of when we think of 
administrators?



● Chief

● Commander

● Authority

● Captain

● Leader



Who are administrators in real life?



● Age: 40-48 years

● Education: 10% Master’s
63% Bachelor’s
27% High School or Associate 

● Tenure: 17% Less than one year
31% One to two years



Languages: Spanish: 38.5%

Portuguese: 7.7%

Chinese: 7.7%

German: 7%



Skills: Troubleshooting: 7%

Technical support: 6%

Software applications: 4.5%



Jobs: Head of legal 

Technical support

Systems administrator

Executive assistant

CEO



Who is an “end user?”



“Consumers who use goods and services.”



I asked A.I. 







So how do we create for these users? 



Ramp & Stairs 



Ramps are built for wheelchairs. 

But who also uses ramps? 





Who uses stairs? 





…people training to be the heavyweight 
champ?



“Ramp and Stairs” for Tech Writing 



Show Prerequisites



Make Prerequisite Task Topics



Leave Breadcrumbs



Offer Alternatives: Blog Posts



Offer Alternatives: Video



Offer Alternatives: Casual Video



● 83% prefer videos over written content. 

● 87% of viewers prefer real people vs. A.I. 

● People prefer 10-19 minute videos.

● 66% watch at least one how-to video/week.



Plan Your Content Structure 



Choose Topic Types

● Concept: What is this? 

● Reference: What are my tools?. 

● Task: How do I build this?

● Troubleshooting: How do I fix this?



Choose Your Layout

Long scrolling 
“omni” 
documents that 
cover everything 
from concept to 
troubleshooting.



Scrolling Data Layout

Good: 
● Gives support one link that 

contains everything. 
● Good for mobile phones.

Bad: 
● Hard to find information.
● “I can’t do this!” 



Choose Your Layout

Information 
broken into 
bite-sized chunks, 
with linking. 



Chunking Data Layout

Good: 
● Gives you just the information you 

want. 
● Doesn’t overwhelm.
● Good for large sequences of steps.

Bad: 
● Relies on linking and context. 



2. Write with Empathy



Choose Your Tools

● Style guide

● Hemingway (free)

● A.I. tools (Chat GPT, Gemini)

● Grammarly (free)



When to Use Screenshots

● When the user interface is “busy.”

● When it’s hard to describe.

● When you want to add visuals to a 
long procedure.









When to Use GIFs

● When describing a multi-part 
sequence.

● When cursor moves make user 
interface elements appear.







Structure Your Words

● Write at an 8th grade level or lower.

● Use 20 words or fewer per sentence.

● Use empathetic word choices.

● Don’t write like a robot.









Choose Empathetic words

● Avoid ableist words.

● Avoid problematic terms.

● Avoid techno-jargon.



● Ableism is the belief that bodies that don’t 
look or work the same as others are less 
important or less valuable.

● 1.3 billion people have a significant disability. 
That’s 16% of the world population.

● Differing abilities are only disabling if we 
don’t offer help.



Alternative Text (Alt Text)

● Required for Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) and the European Accessibility Act 
(EAA.)

● Helps visually impaired users gain context.

● Helps with search engine optimization (SEO.)



Alt Text Tips 

● Use 125 characters or fewer.

● Use a period at the end.

● Describe only the important things.



Alt Text Examples 

Bad alt text: 

“Bar chart with 
colors”



Alt text examples 

Good alt text: 

“A bar chart shows that 
375 mango trees were 
planted in 2010, the 
highest number in six 
years.” 



Avoid Ableist Words

● Use select instead of click.

● Use enter instead of type.

● Use turn on instead of enable.

● Use turn off instead of disable.



Avoid Problematic Terms

● Use allowlist instead of whitelist.

● Use denylist or blocklist instead of blacklist.

● Use edits or markups instead of redlines.



Avoid Undefined Acronyms

Define acronyms before using them.

NO: “Add keywords to enhance SEO.”

YES: “Add keywords to enhance search engine 
optimization (SEO.)”



Avoid Translation Problems

● Don’t use region-specific terms and phrases. 

● Limit screenshots and GIFs for translated 
content. Try to avoid text in images.

● Remove country-related signifiers in links.











Use Examples

Concept topic without an example:



Use Examples

Concept topic with an example:



Avoid Techno Jargon





Avoid Techno Jargon



Avoid Bloat



3. Test Your Empathy



Remember who you’re writing for.









Polish Before You Publish



Drink Your Own Champagne 



Drink Your Own Champagne 

● Publish content to a Dev environment.

● Save it as a PDF.

● Build or configure using your doc.



Find Peer Editors 



After You Publish



After You Publish 

● Work to understand the products.

● Follow channels of communication. 

● Meet with support.

● Make content improvement a habit.



Find Empathy Partners



In Closing… 

● Plan before writing.

● Remember your 8th grade admin. 

● Build ramps and stairs.

● Never stop listening and improving.





Questions ?



Thank You!


