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Technical communication follows the perpetual advances in technological trends. It leverages
every tool at its disposal to efficiently develop and propose the most relevant technical content to
reach its critical target audience. Videos constitute a highly effective medium for capturing and
conveying a wide array of information to achieve this goal. The immediacy brought by videos as
well as the comprehensive sensory experience they propose are tributes to their demonstrative
strength. But if videos constitute such a powerful tool, why are they not used everywhere in
technical communication?

This research article examines the pertinence of videos in technical communication by exposing
their potential limitations according to several criteria: People in charge, univocal set of best
practices, narrative aspect, and comparison with written documentation.

Reviewing generic existing literature on the subject of videos constituted the first step of this study.
A survey and a heuristic evaluation were then conducted to analyze and assess the position of
videos in the technical communication landscape while exploring the different limitations to video
implementation in this specific framework.

The results gathered through the heuristic evaluation and the survey effectively completed the
bibliography by providing more recent data on this rapidly evolving medium. These served in
identifying some of the current practices and limitations that we can observe in today's technical
communication environment.

Although videos are recognized as a real added value to software documentation, they have
limitations that all have a common denominator: Lack of time. While one of the biggest challenges
of technical writing is to best reflect the products being described, written documentation still
seems to be the only one to predominate due to its unmatched ability to be quickly updated.
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benefits, content strategy, tool, media, documentation, communication, accessibility
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Introduction

In the opening words of The Language of Technical Communication (2016), Alan Houser poses
that:

“The field of technical communication has been around as long as people have used processes,
procedures, products, and services. But recently, the field has been evolving more and more
quickly, as new technologies and new ways to reach our audiences have become available […]
These technologies grant amazing new capabilities for understanding and reaching our
audiences”1.

While suggesting that technical communication is gradually becoming dependent on the
development of new technologies, Houser fundamentally expresses the core idea that technical
communication revolves around a pivotal concept: Reaching an audience.
Subsequently, technical communication has naturally developed many tools to reach that
audience, and it found innovative ways to adapt to the continuous shifts in technological and
scientific paradigms while leveraging the advance of new technologies for its main purpose.

For that matter, Houser’s further assertion is reflective of that main purpose of technical
communication:

“While our methods and techniques may be changing, the mission of technical communication
remains unchanged: explaining processes, procedures, products, and services. And helping make
people successful”2.

Videos are a genuine example of such a technological tool in the arsenal of the technical
communicators. A tool that helps them reach that meaningful audience and handle this -now
considered- axiomatic objective of technical communication.

At first sight, videos appear particularly congruent with learning and even more so with technical
communication (Byrne, 2017, p. 130). The impact of motion, image, and sound in the propagation
and transmission of information is undeniably strong (Anthonypillai et al., 2019) and video
“enhances cognitive processing by providing context and detail that is lacking in other media”
(Gallon, 2016, p. 99).
This is even more remarkable in a procedural context where the focus is put on action-related
tasks and on user interaction.

The question is: If videos propose such a powerful means to communicate information, why do
they not constitute the substrate on which technical communication primarily relies on?
Indeed, in a globalized and digital environment where videos have become an object of
consumption, a norm for accessing content quickly and efficiently, technical communication is still
marked by the prevalence of written documentation.
Videos are still not the preferred method to develop technical documentation even though creating
videos is now a very accessible science as Holnagel reminds one of:

2 Ibid., p. 6.
1 Gallon, R. (2016). The Language of Technical Communication. Laguna Hills, California: XML Press, p. 5.
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“People turn to video for everything from a quick laugh to learning a new skill. With each passing
day it becomes easier to compose and deliver videos, making it a communication form for
everyone”3.

This ambivalence supposedly derives from the lack of concrete explanatory evidence or data on
what could be construed as the “video paradox”, and this is specifically what led us to develop this
research.
If the benefits that videos bring to learning are well-documented (Baslev et al., 2005; Nikopoulos et
al., 2010; Teng, 2016), we theorized that some relevant discoveries could be found in the
exploration of the antipode: The limitations of videos.

In this sense, this article strives to pinpoint and analyze the limitations that are inherent to the
implementation of videos in technical communication. It revolves around the following thesis
statement:

What questions and issues does the implementation of videos bring to technical communicators?
What are the main limits to implementing videos?
To what extent is the relevance of videos justifiable in technical communication? Can technical
communicators univocally rely on videos?

This article proposes to ponder on the aforesaid concerns to:

● Better apprehend the current position of videos in the technical communication field
● Examine how the duality limits/benefits impact the resort to videos in the content strategy of

companies
● Contemplate the perspectives of evolution for the video medium

Methodology

1.1 Establishing the State of the Art

The preliminary step in our research methodology was to analyze existing literature dealing with
the relations and connections that videos maintain with technical communication.
Our primary goal was to access generic data that could reveal cogent information about the
position of videos in the current technical communication paradigm:

● How do videos incorporate in the content strategy of companies?
● Is there reliable data about the frequency usage of videos in technical communication?
● Is the use of videos context-dependent or do they adapt to any form of technical content?
● Is there significant discrepancy between the use of videos in technical writing, e-learning, or

other domains of the technical communication field?

3 Gallon, R. (2016). The Language of Technical Communication. Laguna Hills, California: XML Press, p. 98.
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Finding such information in scientific and academic literature eventually proved complicated but
nonetheless relevant: The existence of such an informational gap corroborated the idea that the
question of videos in technical communication needed to be explored.
This further led us to produce our own data,  which would help us prospect for answers to the
underlying statements at the origin of this research article.

1.2 Conducting a Technical Communicator-centered Survey

The second step in our methodology was to lead a survey with technical communicators as the
target audience. The main objective of this survey was to develop a more profound insight on the
way technical communicators individually relate to videos while obtaining more visibility on the
several limitations to implementing videos that the participants could hypothetically highlight.

Organization of the Survey:

The questions of the survey were generic enough to be integrative of a wide range of technical
communication-related professions.
They could adopt several forms: Open-ended questions, choices, or scales of numbers that
express a degree of intensity.
Additionally, no questions were mandatory to give the participants optimal freedom in the
composition of their answers. Answers were also all anonymous in order to avoid any possible
reluctance of the participants.

The following preeminent points were tackled through the variety of questions that composed the
survey. Does the participant:

● Manage videos themselves?
● Know about the incorporation of videos in the content strategy of their company?
● Consider the use of videos relevant to the needs of their company?
● Have access to an efficient way to produce videos?
● Perceive videos as an added value for the production of technical content?
● Emphasize some inherent limitations to the implementation of videos?

Deployment of the Survey:

The language adopted for the survey was English to target a potential international audience.
The survey was produced on Google Forms as this medium of communication appeared more
ergonomic, reliable, and accessible to guarantee a maximum number of active participation.
It was then distributed to our most adjacent professional circles, published on the professional
social platform LinkedIn (https://fr.linkedin.com/) and, later on, sent to Université de Paris alumni (a
network of former students of the University) to further extend the quantity of potential participants.
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1.3 Identifying Limitations Through a Heuristic Evaluation

The final step in our methodology was the development of a heuristic evaluation with videos as the
evaluated products.
Heuristic evaluations are typically conducted to provide meaningful insight on the global user
experience of a specific product (Nielsen, 1994).
Such evaluations allow one to identify usability issues by assessing the conformity of an interface
or a product against predefined heuristics. The interest of this analysis in the scope of our study
was dual: Heuristics typify several characteristics which are inherent to a good user experience,
while also shedding light on hypothetical issues and limitations to the evaluated product. In sum:
What makes a good or a bad video.
To lead this heuristic evaluation, we decided to create our own usability heuristics instead of
resorting to the original ones established by Jakob Nielsen4. The objective consisted more in
applying the fundamental heuristic logic conceptualized by Nielsen, rather than leading a
professional and comprehensive heuristic evaluation, which would have proven difficult by lack of
resources.
This subsequently allowed us to produce a heuristic evaluation whose congruity with the
specificities that are proper to videos was more optimal.
Thus, the following characteristics were used as heuristics:

● Voice-over
● Visual effects
● Subtitles
● Content (GUI, CLI, or both)

This evaluation took into account videos describing procedures, that is to say content that is as
close as possible to technical written content. Therefore, it excluded all videos with marketing,
product promotions, and staff or in-house events whatsoever. Besides, the videos selected for this
study all come from official video channels of ten software editing companies -kept anonymous-,
either hosted by the company itself or hosted on dedicated platforms such as YouTube.
The results of this heuristic evaluation were finally compiled in a table to present the practices that
these companies adopt for the production of videos.

Results

2.1 Heuristic evaluation

The following table presents the main characteristics of the software demonstration videos of ten
companies:

4 The ten usability heuristics defined by Jakob Nielsen. Nielsen (1994) determined ten great principles
pertaining to interaction design and defining rules of thumb for relevant usability analysis of an interface or a
product.
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1. Voice-over refers to either a voice describing what is displayed on-screen, whether by a
human or a synthetic voice.

We can observe that all the videos have a voice-over and that it comes from a human voice
in all cases.

2. Visual effects refers to any technique requiring a minimum level of expertise in an editing
software. It encompasses any effect added during the editing phase, whether it is cutting,
fading, highlighting, zooming, or by the addition of intro, outro or transition screens.

About half of the videos analyzed contain such effects.

3. Subtitles refers to the presence of text transcription of the voice-over (or its translation in
another language), whether it has to be activated or directly embedded in the video. It
excludes automatically generated subtitles such as those created by voice recognition
technology.

The limits of video implementation in technical communication 6
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Therefore, it shows that few companies provided subtitles, whether embedded or
activatable.

4. Content refers to GUI or CLI, which respectively refer to Graphical User Interface and
Command-Line Interface. These are the two types of interface that could appear in the
analyzed video samples.

GUI content is highly represented, but CLI still plays a part in software demonstrations.

2.2 Survey

The maximum number of answers per question is 42.

First, about two-thirds of video creators are technical writers. Of the remaining one-third,
one-quarter are e-learning designers, while the remaining 10% are in other content creation jobs.

Figure 1: Survey result (2021) - Occupation of the participants

The limits of video implementation in technical communication 7
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However, we can see that 80% of the participants are not fully in charge of creating videos.

Figure 2: Survey result (2021) - Participant responsibility regarding video management

The next chart confirms this uncertainty as it received about 20% fewer responses. Of these
responses, 22% said they did not know how many people were involved in creating videos. In
addition, 50% of the participants say they are not the only ones involved in this task.

Figure 3: Survey result (2021) - Number of people in charge of video management
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Regarding the history of the video creation activity, 5% did not wish to comment on the question,
and 30% did not know the answer. Among the remaining two thirds, this activity was initiated more
than two years ago, and nearly a quarter say it was more than 5 years ago.

Figure 4: Survey result (2021) - History of the video activity in the participants' company

Of the 92% of participants who answered this question, only 10% feel they have enough time to
create videos (4), while 55% feel they have little or no time to devote to this activity (1 and 2).
Nevertheless, a slight majority of the responses indicate that they are satisfied with the time they
are given (3).

Figure 5: Survey result (2021) - Evaluation of time allocated to video creation
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An open-ended question was asked regarding the company's decision to make videos. Among the
35 responses, the need to communicate in an effective and dynamic way was noted.

Figure 6: Survey result (2021) - Screenshot of the answers of participants on company’s content
strategy regarding videos

The following questions concern the software used. Prominently, the most used software is not free
and specialized in video creation: Camtasia from TechSmith and Adobe Premiere Pro.

Figure 7: Survey result (2021) - Software used by the participants
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Of the 95% who responded, a clear majority of participants are somewhat or very satisfied with the
software used (3 and 4).

Figure 8: Survey result (2021) - Evaluation of the software suitability

One question in the survey focused on the target audience. According to the 95% who responded,
the majority of videos are for external use, aimed at prospects or customers already acquired. In
this, we can see that videos complement written documentation. On the other hand, a significant
part of the videos are intended for internal employees, which the open-ended responses describe
as training videos.

Figure 9: Survey result (2021) - Target audience of the participants' company
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Regarding potential limitations to video creation, on a scale from 1 ("Not") to 4 ("Yes"), we can see
that among the 39 responses received, 61.5% confirm that they face some limitations (4 and 5),
while only 15.4% of the participants say they do not face any difficulties.

Figure 10: Survey result (2021) - Existence of limitations regarding video creation

Of the 34 participants who commented on the nature of these limitations, 76.5% said it was a lack
of time and 67.6% said it was a lack of staff. In a distant third place, only 26.5% of participants felt
they lacked resources, which tends to corroborate the high software satisfaction score.

Figure 11: Survey result (2021) - Causes of limitations in video creation
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About feedback on the videos produced, on a scale of 1 ("Not at all") to 4 ("Yes, a lot"), almost half
of the 39 participants indicated that they receive little feedback (2) while only 10% feel they receive
enough (4).

Figure 12: Survey result (2021) - Existence of feedback regarding videos

Among almost all participants, 80.5% say that the videos are overall or completely effective on their
target audience. The remaining percentage of participants did not know, and only 2.4% indicated
that the videos are not really effective.

Figure 13: Survey result (2021) - Measurement of video effectiveness on target audience
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Finally, participants were asked to share an open-ended comment about their video creation
experience. The most recurring comments emphasized the difficulty of maintaining this type of
content compared to written documentation, but that they also represent a great added value.

Figure 14: Survey result (2021) - Screenshot of the answers of participants regarding video
management

Discussion and Interpretation

3.1 The framework for the implementation of videos: Who is in charge of videos?

According to the survey, we can assume this mission logically goes to technical writers. However,
other departments such as the marketing department whose seniority sometimes takes
precedence over the technical writing department, may also be in charge of this task. The question
then arises as to whether the creation of the video is entirely the responsibility of the technical
writers or whether it depends on the content of the videos, with the risk that several production
methods coexist within the same company.

The first chart of the survey shows that technical communicators are widely in charge of creating
videos despite the broad panel of participants, but we should be careful about this result. Indeed,
80% of the participants are not fully in charge, and about a quarter do not even know how many
people are involved in their company.

This demonstrates that video creation as a means of conveying information in the sphere of
technical communication is still new, and each company must conduct its own reflection on the
subject according to its own expectations and the expertise of its employees. On the one hand, the
The limits of video implementation in technical communication 14
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growing need for video5 may be an added value for the technical writer and a way to diversify their
activities, but a lack of training in this area would, on the other hand, tend to show a serious
limitation or even a lack of competence if the technical writer could not meet this expectation.

3.2 The definition of best practices for the implementation of videos

When a company decides to use videos as a new means of communication in addition to written
documentation, many questions may arise regarding the type of content that is displayed. As seen
in the heuristic evaluation, the favored type of content are graphical user interfaces, which are
more attractive and inclusive. However, other types of content may be displayed such as command
lines on a terminal, and basically, no particular type of content should be left out if it serves the
demonstration right.

When it comes to best practices in documentation, accessibility is also a major key point (Gallon,
2016, p. 38). On the Internet, the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG6) make it possible
to evaluate the level of accessibility of websites according to several criteria of reference. Two of
those criteria can equally apply to videos: Font and contrast.

Font

● Using safe fonts, preferably sans serif such as fonts recommended by the W3C7.
● Using back font on a white background or white font on a black background, which

guarantees the highest level of contrast, unless the font size can compensate. The WCAG
states that “18 point text or 14 point bold text is judged to be large enough to require a
lower contrast ratio.”8

Contrast

Whether the foreground contains text, icons, or any other UI elements, contrast with background
must be sufficiently high to guarantee accessibility. Simple tools9 exist to measure the contrast of a
pair of colors.

That being said, assessing such criteria to videos is not so easy. For starters, it is more difficult to
correctly measure the level of contrast in the videos as the hexadecimal values are not contained
in a CSS. Moreover, few videos contain subtitles, neither embedded or activabled. One reason is
that all videos hosted on YouTube benefit from the platform's feature called "auto-generated
subtitles" that automatically transcripts the speech quite accurately thanks to the clear audio track
intrinsic to this type of content. This vagueness about the measurement of accessibility in videos
may be a serious limitation to the effectiveness of the medium and also harm the image companies
of the software industry which are supposed to be at the forefront of technology and inclusivity.

9 W3C tools for accessibility. See: https://www.w3.org/WAI/ER/tools/
8 https://www.w3.org/TR/UNDERSTANDING-WCAG20/visual-audio-contrast-contrast.html
7 https://www.w3schools.com/cssref/css_websafe_fonts.asp
6 https://www.w3.org/WAI/standards-guidelines/wcag/

5 HubSpot (2018) shows that 54% of consumers want to see more video content from a brand or business
they support. Additionally, the COVID-19 crisis has completely redefined the way video content is consumed,
making video even more desirable and appealing to users and audiences. See:
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/content-trends-preferences
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It is worth mentioning that even if the above mentioned criteria are met, they are not absolute rules
and they should always be used with good sense (Byrne, 2017, p. 143).

3.3 The pivotal point of voice-over: Who should speak in videos?

Conversely to written content which consists of plain text by definition, the usage of spoken or
written indications are not inherent to the video format. While it can be argued that such means of
communication can be replaced by the successions of frames that compose the video, our
heuristic evaluation proves that voice-over, and sometimes subtitles, play a big part in the narrative
aspect.

Indeed, whether instructions are given by the technical staff themselves or by a third-party
presenter, the presence of voice-over is almost mandatory to retain the user’s attention and
engage them to follow the procedure by multiplying the channels of information transmission,
which also allows to obtain better rate of memorization and understanding (Baslev, et al., 2005).
However, it also introduces a limitation by the simple fact that it represents an important step that
can only be accomplished by at least one person to record one’s voice.

First, the speaker will have to take care of the environment: No parasitic sound, a good
microphone to record clearly, and avoid any crackling effect (Byrne, 2017, p. 142). Additionally, the
quality of the voice-over is not perceivable at first, the speaker will have to listen to the record
afterwards and risks discovering the quality was not met.

Secondly, assuming now the initial record is qualitative and can match the visual content, it
complicates any future editing operations. Indeed, any change will require making an appointment
with the same speaker which costs time and potentially money if the speaker is a voice talent paid
by mission. Besides, the speaker may not be in the same condition while recording this second
voice-over because of a different environment, or a different tone due to physical factors (sore
throat, stress, etc.). Many difficulties that will impede the flexibility in changing the content of the
video.

To this problem, an emerging technology may bring a solution: Text-to-speech (TTS). According to
the Cambridge dictionary, text-to-speech is defined as a computer technology that is used to
change data into spoken words10. Nowadays, TTS can be generated from a simple text document.
Higher technologies allow the addition of markups to create emphasis, pause, and different ways
of pronouncing a word: A useful feature to pronounce words belonging to the company's
terminology. TTS can also be a solution in case there is a need to translate the speech in different
languages. Rather than multiplying cost and time looking for several voice actors, TTS tools often
enable switching between different languages. Such technology frees the editor from many
constraints, but they have limitations as well.
Although great progress has been made throughout the last few years, a synthetic voice cannot
completely replace a human voice in terms of modulation. Besides, most companies still choose a
human voice to make the voice-over of their videos as seen in the heuristic evaluation. While a
human voice can create rhythm, the perfect alignment of words of the machine may sound more

10 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/text-to-speech
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boring for listeners. The tone can also sound too robotic and unnatural, unless the company is
willing to pay for an advanced voice quality. Therefore, it will be up to the company to determine if
the time saved really compensates for the cost of such a technique.

3.4 Videos and written documentation

Ultimately, videos will always be confronted to an adversary that has strong historical roots in
technical communication history: Written documentation; an opposition that the results of our
survey predicated.
Videos do not propose the strong assets of written documentation.
They neither offer a structured framework that guarantees the linguistic quality of technical content,
nor do they offer possibility for reusability of content. Similarly, videos cannot exploit transclusion or
cannot produce discrete units of content (topics) that can be reused at will and modified any time.
They do not offer great findability of specific pieces of information, and timestamps pale into
significance next to the power of search engines.
The issue of translation and localization, that is already problematic with written documentation, is
even more accentuated with videos (Byrne, 2017, p. 144).

Finally, videos are simply far heavier of a resource to embed on a user assistance portal (with the
loading times this implies), or to download and store on one’s hard drive.

All of these aspects converge into one key limitation: Time. Be it lack, or loss of time for a company
and technical communicators.

On the contrary, written documentation conserves an incredible flexibility, a quick adaptability that
allows it to conform to any hypothetical shift in content strategy or content architecture.
Whereas written documentation can be easily scanned by computing tools to detect any outdated
term or version, how to proceed with content that lies on images or sound that are harder to
interpret by a machine?
Indeed, small changes in procedures using a terminal or a user interface happen frequently in a
product lifecycle and in further releases. In written documentation, it often comes in the form of a
line of text or a screenshot to change. Such a light process does not apply to videos, whose output
must be rendered and uploaded again in its totality, no matter the importance of the changes.

In addition, written documentation can even incorporate images or GIFs, which is primarily the very
appeal of videos (Vermeulen, 2014).
At most do videos try to emulate and implement the formal and structural standards defined for
written documentation, but they cannot compete when it comes to all the aforesaid parameters that
let written documentation persist as the main source for accessing technical content.

Concomitantly, videos are confronted with the emergence of new alternatives that also exploit
image and sound but are even more oriented towards user interaction: AR (Augmented Reality), or
VR (Virtual Reality) among others (Anthonypillai et al., 2019).
So many threats to the supremacy of videos in the demonstrative domain.
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Conclusion

This research article aimed at analyzing and investigating the variety of limitations that
characterizes video implementation in technical communication, to better apprehend the way they
fit in this discipline.
What transpires from this study is, above all, a clear dichotomy between two main perspectives:
The significant challenges that producing and maintaining videos imply, as opposed to the
substantial added value that these bring to technical communication.

The survey, as well as the heuristic evaluation used for our research protocol, participated in
highlighting the whole complexity that typifies the situation of videos in the technical
communication field.
Powerful media that simultaneously leverages motion, image, and sound, videos are strong
contestants when it comes to stimulating user cognition and increasing the transmission of
information.
Explaining a hard procedure or illustrating a complex concept becomes definitely easier with a
video.
Certainly, technical communicators unanimously praise the benefits that a good video can produce
on user experience.

But while videos are acclaimed for the potency of their demonstrative value, they nourish a lot of
questions from an organizational, logistical, and conceptual point of view.
Videos occupy a hybrid position in the content strategy of companies where they are as
appreciated as deprecated, as fashionable as quickly obsolete. They rarely have a concrete
framework that is completely dedicated to their development or their maintenance.

In fact, videos constitute an end product composed of an assembly of diverse components: Raw
footage, audio, transitions; that are all synthesized through editing. And being an end product is
arguably what remains the overarching weakness of a video: It is rigid, immutable, and definitive.
The most negligible adjustments to a procedure, an element of the user interface, or even
terminology, will entail a complete overhaul of the video, thus inducing the need to produce a new
one with all the economic, operational, and time constraints this suggests.
While some editing software may propose solutions for facilitating the renewal of outdated videos,
these solutions are scantily optimal, and almost nonexistent in our current technological context.

However, this article has also demonstrated that videos have solid potential.
If written documentation appears as the primal and standalone source for delivering technical
content in a structured, cohesive, and practical manner, it can become even more compelling with
videos as adjuncts.
In this sense, many technical communicators rely on videos as supplementary tools rather than as
isolated repositories for content. Where written documentation fits the role of the precise and
comprehensive piece of content that ultimately guides the user, videos appeal more to senses and
aesthetics to present information in a vivid approach, which also participates in the transmission of
information in even the most stringent technical contexts.

As such, technical communicators should become more astute in the exploitation of videos, and
recognize them as levers to implement systems of progressive disclosure strategy that enhance
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user experience, by leading the user to explore the entirety of content at their disposal, in a more
granular and interactive way.
In this equation, videos would act as the first gate to content: A gate that presents quick, visual,
and more generic content, less prone to future changes. If the user wishes to further explore
content, this gate would open and reveal more comprehensive units of content, found for instance
in written documentation. An exploration of content that accommodates well with the current
digitized technological culture where quick access to decisive information is key.

This specific relationship between videos and written documentation deserves to be further
explored, and more specifically, how the two media work and interrelate together, rather than
thinking of them in terms of an antithesis.
This reflection has a dual interest. It could help technical communicators better assess the balance
between the benefits and the restrictions brought by the implementation of videos, while fostering
new solutions to improve the quality of the technical content they deliver: The unremitting quest of
technical communication.
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