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Nontextual

Cruising for NonTextual 
Possibilities
David A. McMurrey compares text-heavy documentation with the 
use of graphs, illustrations, charts, tables and references.

Table 1. Summary of Physical Attributes of LG C1, LG A1,  
and Vizio H1 TVs

LG C1 LG A1 Vizio H1

Dimensions 
w/o Stand 
(in)

32.7 x 57 x 1.8 32.7 x 57 x 1.8 32.69 x 57.03 
x 2.17

Dimensions 
w/ Stand  
(in)

33.9 x 57 x 9.9 35.1 x 57 x 10.7 35.52 x 57.03  
x 11.29

Figure 1. Software Development Life Cycle, beginning at 
the top and moving clockwise.

The practice of technical communication, and of 
writing in general, has principles that are absurdly 
obvious. For example, “…write so that your intended 
audience will understand.” That theory is absurdly 
obvious, but its practice is equally difficult. Similarly, “…
convert text to graphics and tables for more effective 
presentation…” seems almost as absurd as well.  

As technical information developers, we don’t need to be told 
to convert prose into graphics or tables whenever possible. 
However, there are some corollaries to that established 
wisdom that might not be so familiar. Let’s review some obvious 
situations where conversion is useful, then we can consider 
what sort of text must remain (if any) after those conversions.

Cruise your text
As writers and editors, we should cruise through our rough 
drafts for text that could be converted to graphics or tables.

How about a process illustration? The following excerpt 
describes a process: a flowchart would be nice, though not 
critical. You can go to the end of this article to see the revision.

Text-only version 

The Software Development Life Cycle begins with an analysis 
of user requirements, progresses with the overall design 
of the program, continues with the coding of the program, 
moves on to documentation and testing of the program, and 
ends with the operation and maintenance of the program.

Combined text-and-graphic version

How about a table? The text in this next excerpt calls out for 
tabular presentation—desperately! The data could be far more 
effectively presented as a table.

Text-heavy discussion

Physical Attributes. The LG C1 measures 32.7” x 57” x 
1.8” without its stand and 33.9” x 57” x 9.9” with its stand. 
It weighs 52.9 pounds without the stand and 71.9 pounds 
with the stand. The LG A1 measures 32.7” x 57” x 1.8” 
without its stand and 35.1” x 57” x 10.7” with its stand. It 
weighs 52.2 pounds without the stand. No information was 
available about its weight with the stand attached. The 
Vizio H1 measures 32.69” x 57.03” x 2.17” without its stand 
and 35.52” x 57.03” x 11.29” with its stand. It weighs 60.85 
pounds without the stand and 70.99 pounds with the stand. 
One reviewer noted the bulkiness of the Vizio H1’s stand 
and stated that it could be frustrating to assemble. Although 
these TVs are extremely similar in size and weight, the LG 
C1 is slightly preferable for the small depth of its stand.

Textual discussion reduced by tabular reformat

As illustrated in Figure 1, the Software Development Life 
Cycle (SDLC) begins with an analysis of user requirements, 
progresses clockwise with the overall design of the 
program, continues with the coding of the program, moves 
on to documentation and testing of the program, and ends 
with the operation and maintenance of the program.

How about a flowchart depicting recursion? Unlike the 
previous example, sometimes a more complex flowchart can 
save many futile words.

Text-only version

The documentation process begins with a definition of the 
client’s requirements (in this case, a user document) and 
continues with a definition of the document’s purpose. 
The process continues with finding information sources 
and developing a tentative outline (in some cases, outline 
development necessitates finding additional information 
sources). With adequate information and a stable outline, 
the process can move to the rough-drafting stage. During 
this stage, several recursive things may occur: additional 
refinement may be needed in which case the process must
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return to the finding information stage; the outline may 
need revising in which case the process must return to the 
outlining stage; the document purpose and requirements 
may have evolved in which case…

Textual discussion reduced by graphic presentation

How about a chart? Pie charts, bar charts, and column charts 
can all be used to reinforce or clarify nearby text, as this next 
example shows:

Text version reinforced with a pie chart

Figure 2. Illustration of the recursive nature of the  
writing process.

Figure 3. Management of Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) 
in 2015. Source: United States Environmental Protection 
Agency.

As can be seen in Figure 2, recursion (backtracking) to 
earlier stages of the process occurs between the rough-
drafting stage and the completion stage. During the 
rough-drafting stage, the writing team may realize the 
need for more information or the need for outline changes.

Management of MSW in the United States in 2015. In 
2015, the majority of MSW was landfilled (52%), while the 
remainder was recycled/composted (35%) and combusted 
with energy recovery (13%), as illustrated in Figure 3 below.

How about a graph? In the revision of this next excerpt, a stacked area chart clarifies not just the text but a table as well.

Recycling went from approximately 5,610 thousand tons in 1960 to approximately 67,770 tons in 2015. Composting went from 
negligible in 1960 to approximately 23,390 thousand tons in 2015. Combusting with energy recovery went from 0 in 1960 to 
approximately 33,570 thousand tons in 2015. Landfilling and related operations went from approximately 82,510 thousand tons 
in 1960 to approximately 137,700 thousand tons in 2015. (See Table 2.)

Table 2. Recycling, Composting, Combustion with Energy Recovery, and Landfilling of Municipal Solid Waste,  
1960 to 2015 (thousands of tons)

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2005 2010 2014 2015
Recycling 5,610 8,020 14,520 29,040 53,010 59,240 65,260 66,550 67,770

Composting Neg. Neg. Neg. 4,200 16,450 20,550 20,170 23,020 23,390

Combustion 
with energy 
recovery

0 450 2,760 29,760 33,730 31,650 29,310 33,210 33,570

Landfilling 82,510 112,590 134,360 145,270 140,260 142,290 136,310 136,170 137,700

Version with text clarified by a stacked area chart

As can be seen in Chart 1, from 1960 to 1980, waste was 
almost exclusively deposited into landfills, the exception 
being some limited recycling options. Between 1980 and 
1990, the US saw an increase in recycling as well as in 
combustion with energy recovery. Composting has seen 
the smallest increase from late 1980 to 2015s.

Chart 1. Recycling, Composting, Combustion with Energy Recovery, Landfilling, 1960 to 2015. Source: EPA. Advancing 
Sustainable Materials Management: Facts and Figures 2015. (Adapted by permission from Trista Shattuck.)
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Nontextual

How about a diagram? Without the diagram in the text-with-
diagram version, can you picture what’s going on with dimples 
in this next excerpt?

Text-only version
 
The main anatomical cause for cheek dimples is a double 
(or bifid) zygomaticus major muscle. This just means that 
the zygomaticus major muscle is split into two separate 
muscles which have two attachment (or insertion) points 
to the corners of the mouth. One attachment point is at 
the corner of the mouth and the other is below the corner 
of the mouth. During the act of smiling, the movement of 
the zygomaticus major muscles causes tension on facial 
skin as it draws around the double zygomaticus major 
muscles. A depression (dimple) is created along the split 
section of these muscles where they attach at the corners 
of the mouth.

Text with illustration and informative cross-reference

David A. McMurrey

You can check out David’s background at  
https://www.prismnet.com/~hcexres/index.html. He 
maintains the Online Technical Writing Textbook and 
is the principal of McMurrey Associates Courses in 
Technical Communication.

Figure 4. Illustration of zygomaticus major variations. 
Retrieved from https://melindaozel.com/zygomaticus-major-
variations-the-dimple/ 
(Adapted by permission from Greta Hedrick.)

Don’t toss text overboard!
As you can see in the revisions of the preceding excerpts, 
‘cruising’ of words to transform text into tables, charts, or 
figures did not result in the elimination of all text. Some can 
certainly be tossed, but strong cross-references must remain.

For a period of time in the 1980s and 1990s there was 
excitement about the possibility of wordless, graphics-only 
technical documents. Document developers were giddy at the 
idea of how money could be saved in translation costs. For 
example, documentation for AIX RISC systems and the AIX 
operating system, at that time, would no longer have to be 
translated into 14 languages!

Using the classic wordless document, the user could 
unfold a system map on a table and place components of 
the new computer in the indicated (but not word-labelled!) 
spots according to the shapes of the components. But if you 
consider anything less simplistic, such as creating a strong 
password or changing UNIX file permissions, the wordless 
idea becomes next to impossible.

But what about wordless videos? That technology was not 
practical in the 1980s and 1990s. Applications like TechSmith 
Camtasia and Adobe Captivate would change that, but 
only when computer power and storage capacity radically 
increased. Even so, for wordless videos, hardware and 
software interfaces would have to be localised. Translators 
of the 14 languages would have to be hired; even so, the 
effectiveness of the technical communication might still be 
unacceptable.

So the idea of wordless documentation did not prove 
practicable—or at least not yet.

Lighthouses for info-oceans: the cross-reference
When text is removed and replaced with tables and graphics, 
something must remain. What is it? It’s the dear old cross-
reference. You know, that See Table 3 gadget or that See 
Figure 4 gadget. But the cross-reference has most often been 
submerged with disregard and neglect for many years. Editors 
have to coax writers to add the simplest of cross-references.

As the examples in the revisions above illustrate, the cross-
reference is a golden opportunity for technical communicators 
to elucidate or reinforce technical ideas. However, the 
common cross-reference we have come to know and dislike 
(or at least I do) wastes that opportunity. The barren See 
Figure 3 is an insult, a brusque, diffident, snobbish, curt, 
non-cooperative statement. The author might as well tell the 
reader to go for a boat ride in a hurricane.

The preceding revisions show that the strong cross-
reference often provides a clue, some light as to how to 
interpret what’s going on in the graphic or table—like a 
lighthouse. 

The main anatomical cause for cheek dimples is a double 
(or bifid) zygomaticus major muscle. This just means that 
the zygomaticus major muscle is split into two separate 
muscles which have two attachment (or insertion) points 
to the corners of the mouth. One attachment point is at 
the corner of the mouth and the other is below the corner 
of the mouth. Figure 4 below compares the anatomy of 
a normal zygomaticus major muscle on the left (a non-
dimpled individual) with a double zygomaticus major 
muscle on the right (someone who has dimples).
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