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Introduction

The core business of the Communication Research programme at
the University of Twente is communication within and by organisa-
tions!. The general research question focuses on design processes
for internal and external communication of organisations and their
communication products. Communication contributes to organisa-
tional effectiveness when it helps to reconcile the organisation’s
goals with the expectancies of its strategic constituencies. In general,
we expect organisations to set up strategies, structured systems and
processes, and make means available for their internal and external
communication activities. Communication goals of organisations
may be of an informative, instructive or persuasive nature; target
groups may be commercial institutions, employees, other organisa-
tions, customers or clients, the general public, government or super-
visory institutions, journalists, the media, and so on. Organisational
communication research is aimed at understanding how and when
intended effects can be reached and unintended or unwanted ef-
fects can be avoided. The determinants of the success or failure of
organisational communication are therefore studied in the sender,
the receiver, the media or channels, the messages, the context of the
communication and in the interaction of these factors. The primary
goal is to produce an understanding of the process of designing or-
ganisational communication. Designing communication is defined
as the systematic approach to communicative problem solving, char-
acterised by the analysis of the problem, the generation and elabora-
tion of potential solutions, the testing and revising of concepts and
the implementation and evaluation of final solutions. With this in
mind, studies are conducted into the design practice and the man-
agement of organisational communication (Seydel, 1996).

Theories from the behavioural sciences regarding knowledge trans-
fer and information processing, information seeking behaviour, task
performance and changes in attitude and behaviour are the guiding
principles for this research programme. Disciplinary input comes
from applied linguistics and cognitive social psychology. This implies
that the effects of communication are studied on the level of the in-
dividual and on intermediate level. The question is how in a particu-
lar context the individual reacts to communication: is attention paid
to the message, is this attention selective or biased, how can the pro-
cessing of the information be described, and what effects occur in
terms of changes in knowledge, attitudes or behaviour? At interme-
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diate level, the effects are studied, for instance, by looking at the
levels of safety or efficiency of the organisation or at its image as per-
ceived by internal or external target groups. Cognitive social psycho-
logy focuses on issues of information processing and attitude and
behavioural change; applied linguistics focuses on issues regarding
the impact of message variables. The research is also aimed at the
characteristics and effects of the various communication products
which result from the design process, both on the level of the modes
of delivery (‘traditional’ and new electronic media) and on the level
of the structure and content of concrete messages in diverse genres
(e.g., public education or instruction).

The programme consists of three sub-programmes:

— textin use and document design: a linguistic perspective on
communication design;

— communication and persuasion: a social-psychological perspective
on communication design;

— design of health communication.

The research topics of these sub-programmes are described in more
detail below. Furthermore, the most salient findings and publica-
tions of the last five years of each sub-programme are highlighted.

Text in use and document design: a linguistic perspective on
communication design

The goal of the applied linguistic programme is to develop methods
for evaluating and optimising the quality of textual communication
produced by organisations. This requires insight into how texts are
produced and processed.

In considering text production, the programme does not focus on
individual writing processes (an object of cognitively oriented re-
search), but rather on document design processes, i.e. institutional,
planned and collaborative modes of text production. Writing
processes of this type are characterised by the analysis of targets and
target groups, the use of reviewing and the application of pre-testing.
Text processing is not only taken to cover the comprehension and re-
tention of texts, but also the selection, acceptance and application of
information. The programme therefore supplements research into
the comprehension of texts of a psycholinguistic and cognitive psycho-
logical nature by conducting research into the use of texts: for pur-
poses of knowledge transfer (through informative texts), for
changing attitudes and behaviour (through persuasive texts) or for
performing tasks (through instructive texts).

The central research object of the programme is the quality of func-
tional documents, i.e. of types of text that play an important part in

societal and organisational communication. The target audience of
public information materials, governmental forms, instructive texts
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such as user manuals and software documentation, and on-screen
texts in the context of the new media consists of various segments of
the general public, either citizens or consumers.

Research into document design is aimed at gaining insight into the
characteristics of the process of document design and the con-
sequences of these characteristics for the quality of written commun-
ication. Research into the use of documents is aimed at gaining in-
sight into the effects of specific characteristics of a document and the
consequences of these characteristics for document design. These
characteristics include rhetorical aspects (such as selection of con-
tent, perspective and order of information) and linguistic aspects
(such as style and structure-signalling devices).

Depending on the specific research question being investigated in a
given project, the programme uses various research methods.

For research into document design processes, we use surveys and case
study methods (interviews, questionnaires and document analysis).
Special attention is given to methods of pre-testing and usability
testing which may be applied in the process of document design as a
means of improving the quality of texts.

For research into the wse of texts, we employ qualitative methods (e.g.
the thinking-aloud method) as well as quantitative observational
methods (e.g., registration of keystrokes, reading times, etc.). In ex-
perimental research into how the use of texts is affected by various
textual variables, the dependent variables are sought in the degree to
which the text is successful in achieving its goals (the transfer of infor-
mation, the influencing of behaviour or the performance of a task).

The programme is geared to developing general principles that can
be used in communication design processes. It focuses on know-
ledge that can be applied to document design in general or the de-
sign of certain genres. This general knowledge may concern the
product of the document design process (such as the knowledge that
incorporating feature x or feature yinto a text will increase the effi- -
ciency of the communication). This knowledge may also pertain to
the processitself (e.g., the knowledge that using method p or method
qis likely to increase the efficiency or effectiveness of the design
process and the quality of the product). In particular, the develop-
ment and validation of methods for applied research is viewed as an
object of research.

The results of such application-oriented research give rise to theor-
etical questions (e.g. ‘Why do text features x or y have the effect they
do?’ or ‘Why is method p or method g effective?’). Although some of
these questions might be answered on the basis of existing theories
of text processing or text production, others may lead to new theor-
etical insights.

Overview of results
The development of document design as an object of academic re-
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search has been clearly presented in several special issues of 77jd-
schrift voor Taalbeheersing (Dutch Journal of Speech Communication)
on document design (Schellens & Steehouder, 1994), text evalu-
ation (Renkema & Schellens, 1996) and instructive documents
(Maes & Schellens, 1998). Results of research carried out in the
Netherlands have been internationally distributed in two special
issues of American journals (Steehouder & Jansen, 1996; Van der
Geest & Schellens, 1997).

The core of the programme consists of a number of long-term pro-
jects. An initial project involves exploratory and descriptive research
into the professional practice of document design and communica-
tion design in an organisational context. This project provides the
basis for a number of projects that concentrate on the use of specific
types of documents, i.e., public information brochures, instructive
documents (such as forms and manuals) and on-screen documents.

Processes of document design and communication design
The professional document design process differs from the non-pro-
fessional writing process in the interaction that is involved between
parties, in its use of reviewers and reader research as evaluative tools
and in separate production and distribution processes (Schellens &
Steehouder, 1994). This picture has been further clarified by empir-
ical research. The influence of social conditions on writing processes
has been studied in a case study approach developed by Van der
Geest (1996), resulting in a detailed description of planning and re-
viewing in the collaborative writing processes of engineers (Van der
Geest & Van Gemert, 1997).
Document design processes are often embedded in or linked to
communication design processes at a more general level. The design
of public information brochures, for instance, is frequently part of a
campaign development process, which in turn is dependent on a
policy design process. To get a more sophisticated picture of commun-
ication design, those multilevel design processes have been studied
in a number of multiple case studies in different fields: public infor-
mation campaigns (Klaassen & Schellens, 1999), communication
about working conditions and safety rules (Van Gemert, 1999) and
the design of Web sites, where technical and communicational de-
sign are inextricably linked.
Communication design in organisational contexts has been the fo-
cus of several studies into the analysis and diagnosis of commun-
ication problems in organisations (Van Gemert & Woudstra, 1998).

Instructive lexts (forms, user guides, software manuals)
Instructive documents have a how-to-do character, i.e., they are in-
tended to support readers in the performance of specific tasks. In
this project, central questions are: ‘How are instructive documents
read and used?’, “‘What kind of requirements do these documents
have to meet?” and “What kind of document characteristics are func-

JAARGANG 27 NUMMER 3/4 1999

COMMUNICATIE
wetenschap



276

tional or dysfunctional in supporting users in task performance and

- problem solving?’.

The use of forms (and instructions on how to complete these forms)
has been investigated by making a desk analysis of ten forms and then
asking test subjects from the target group to fill them in and think
aloud whilst doing so. This project produced three types of results.
First, a method for analysing and testing this type of documents could
be developed and validated. Second, the people who completed the
forms provided insight into the use of texts. It turned out, for instance,
that many problems can be explained by highly selective reading be-
haviour and an inadequate reflection of efficient sequences of pro-
cessing (as shown by task analysis) in formulating and ordering ques-
tions. Lastly, the project yielded insight into the critical text variables
that affect the use of forms, including the fragmentation of informa-
tion, structure-signalling devices and the sequence and formulation of
questions (see Jansen & Steehouder, 1992).

The main topics of research into manuals and user guides have been:
the function of declarative information in manuals, the effects of dif-
ferent kinds of schemes in instructions and the search behaviour of
users of instructive documents.

In a series of experiments, it has been investigated whether and how
declarative information in software manuals is used by both experi-
enced and inexperienced test subjects and how this use affects im-
mediate and delayed task performance (Ummelen, 1997). Using a
newly-developed method to track the use of a manual (the ‘click-and-
read’ method) and using log files to record task performance, it was
found that declarative information, in spite of having no effect on
immediate task performance, has a positive effect on delayed task
performance. The explanation offered is that people use declarative
information to construct a mental model of the software program.
This mental model allows them to predict or reconstruct stepsin a
given procedure. If only procedural information is given, as advo-
cated in the ‘minimalist approach’ to software documentation, con-
structing a mental model of the program is more difficult.

The effect of using various types of schematic representations
(tables, flowcharts, etc.) on the effectiveness of instructive texts has
been examined in comparative experiments (Boekelder, 1996).

The search behaviour of users of instructive texts has been investi-
gated in observational research (Steehouder, 1994). Analytic re-
search has been conducted into sequencing phenomena in stepwise
instructions (Jansen & Steehouder, 1996).

In 1997, a comprehensive professional publication on software
manuals, aimed at technical writers, was published (Steehouder &
Jansen, 1997). Maes et al. (1996) presented a textbook for higher
education on the design of instructive texts.

Public information brochures
A variety of methods are currently available for pre-testing drafts as a
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step in document design. De Jong & Schellens (1997) presented a
critical inventory of methods.

In this project, a method was developed and validated for pre-testing
six draft government information brochures, i.e., the plus-and-mi-
nus method, combined with a semi-structured interview. Research
indicated that readers showed a significant preference for the re-
vised versions of all brochures. In three cases, a significant improve-
ment in the comprehensibility of the information was found. In two
of the three persuasive brochures, improvements were found in the
persuasiveness of the information (De Jong, 1998).

The project has yielded insight into the problems encountered by
readers of informative and persuasive brochures, including compre-
hension problems and problems relating to the selection, acceptabil-
ity and relevance of information. Many of these problems cannot be
explained by assuming that the texts do not take sufficient account
of readers’ language skills or prior knowledge. Rather, the explana-
tion lies in the fact that the texts do not adequately reflect the
readers’ informational needs and perspectives.

Comparative research using individual versus focus group ap-
proaches has revealed how the mode of data collection may affect
the type of reader feedback obtained. The group pre-test reveals
more general problems relating to the document as a whole and
tends to focus more on the acceptability of the information, whereas
the individual pre-test reveals more detailed problems and focuses
more on comprehension issues (De Jong & Schellens, 1998).

By generalising beyond the specific problems encountered by test
subjects, the project has yielded a large number of insights into how
to produce efficient leaflets. Revision strategies have been formu-
lated for various types of problems. A first study into the revision
strategies of professional writers has revealed a high variety in prefer-
ences for different revision strategies (Schellens & De Jong, 1997).
In addition to the research into reader-focused evaluation methods,
text-focused functional analysis has been studied as a means of text
evaluation (Schellens et al., 1997).

On-line documents
We have recently started a research project into the use of on-screen
text. The aim of this project is twofold: first, it seeks to obtain insight into
the factors that specifically enhance the effective and efficient use of on-
screen texts; second, the project should result in the development of
evaluation or pre-test methods that are useful in the process of de-
signing on-screen information (De Jong & Heuvelman, 1999).

Communication and persuasion: a social-psychological perspect-
ive on communication design

The central goal of this sub-programme is to study the social-psycho-
logical processes of internal and external communication in an or-
ganisational context from a social-cognitive theoretical perspective.
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Research questions are aimed at understanding attitudes, judge-
ments, decisions and behaviour from an information processing per-
spective, i.e. the selection, interpretation and integration of infor-
mation. The guiding notion is that human behaviour, attitudes and
decisions are not only influenced by ‘objective’ characteristics of
stimuli, but also by the ‘subjective’ interpretation and integration of
those stimuli into pre-existing cognitive structures, such as know-
ledge and expectancies, by processes of attention, perception and
memory (Seydel etal., 1985).

Concrete research projects, which often form an integral part of the
design process of communication, deal with research questions such
as: What motivates people to communicate or behave in a particular
manner? This question aims at analysing and describing the determi-
nants of the communication process between individuals or between
groups within a particular social system or between social systems,
particularly with respect to social change. Another research question
is: How can individuals be persuaded? In other words, which
methods of social influence can be designed and implemented in
particular social contexts to prevent or solve communication
problems? A third research question is aimed at the social forces
enabling effective communication processes. This question ad-
dresses the evaluation of potential solutions for communication
problems. The know-why and the know-how of preventing and
solving communication problems in organisations are the spin-offs
of this research, which is evaluated in organisational contexts.
Several research methods are used in this sub-programme. Many
projects make use of designs in which survey research (question-
naires or face-to-face interviews) is applied. Survey research enables
us to analyse the determinants of success and failure of organisa-
tional communication with their internal and external target
groups. Furthermore, simulations or experimental designs are used
to determine the effects of communication or newly developed com-
municative interventions in a particular context. Finally, content
analysis is used to study communicative products, for instance, both
in the process of designing communication and in the analysis of ex-
isting forms of communication (public information brochures, news
media, etc.).

Overview of results
The research of this sub-programme centres around three main re-
search themes, which will also guide research efforts in the near fu-
ture, i.e.: (1) organisations in transition, (2) risk perception and risk
communication and (3) the media.

Organisations in transition
This research focuses on the processes and context of organisational
communication. The focus of organisational communication has
changed during the past years from being product-oriented to being
process- and context-oriented (Elving etal., 1998). An example can
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be found in the study by Van der Weerd et al. (1998). The research
project described in Van der Weerd et al. focused on the emotional
component in dealing with turnarounds, the process in which a new
company strategy determines the survival of the organisation (e.g.
reduction of the number of employees, or business process re-
design). Understanding the impact of the turnaround on the co-
workers and the role and the quality of communication were the re-
search goals of this project. Soon, on this issue a PhD project will
start.

Risk perception and risk communication
As a consequence of increasing scientific knowledge about haz-
ardous situations, events and activities that effect human health,
safety and well-being, people are confronted with information making
them aware of potential threats. This information may be sent by all
types of actors (the private sector, experts, governmental organisa-
tions, news media, etc.) with various goals in mind (Gutteling &
Wiegman, 1996). However, the information provided and the public
perception of the hazard are usually not very well attuned. This
problem is amplified by doubts expressed by the public about the in-
tentions of the senders of the information, which decreases their
credibility (see Gutteling, 1999). Public unrest or fear, protest or
alienation may be the direct consequence of this complex commun-
ication process (Cadet et al., 1994). Several projects have been aimed
at understanding the social-cognitive determinants of risk percep-
tion of various target group. Wiegman et al. (1995) focused on ex-
perts’ views of the risks of nuclear energy or coal in France and the
Netherlands. Spijker etal. (1996) reported on the public perception
of new technologies to manage polymer waste. Other studies have fo-
cused on the impact of mass media risk reporting on public risk per-
ception in a between-media design (newspapers: Caljé, 1997,
Gutteling et al., 1994; Gutteling & Wiegman, 1998) or in a between-
countries design (acid rain and newspapers: Gutteling et al., 1995;
modern biotechnology and newspapers: Gutteling et al., in press).
Two PhD theses have been completed in recent years (Caljé, 1997;
Galetzka, 1998), as well as an international review article (Wiegman
& Gutteling, 1995) and an international monograph (Gutteling &
Wiegman, 1996). A new development in this research theme is cur-
rently being studied in a PhD project focusing on organisational as-
pects of risk communication.

The media
Media psychology focuses primarily on the interaction between cog-
nitive and affective media information processing and on media be-
haviour, i.e. the way people use the media. In this research theme,
the media consists of the ‘traditional’ mass media, characterised by a
linear transmission of information (e.g. radio or television) and of
the ‘new’ media, characterised by convergence and interactivity (e.g.
the multimedia PC and interactive television). Media psychology
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is a crucial discipline for the understanding, analysis and design of
communication in which the media fulfils a particular role. Some
projects have concentrated on the impact of the visual design charac-
teristics of informative television programmes (Heuvelman, 1996).
The significance of particular audience characteristics has also been
studied (Heuvelman, 1997). The results of these studies are trans-
lated into recommendations regarding programme concepts and
scheduling (see Heuvelman, 1994 and 1997). Several publications
have addressed media research methodology (e.g. d’Haenens &
Heuvelman, 1996). Recently, research efforts have been extended to
the Internet and interactive television, again with a particular inter-
estin methodological issues (De Jong & Heuvelman, 1999) and
audience characteristics (Heuvelman & Peeters, 1999).

Other research
One part of this sub-programme has now been finalised, i.e. the pro-
ject that focused on the effects of crime prevention communication.
This project involved an evaluation of the effects of a multimedia tell-
the-truth campaign concerning burglary of homes and violence on
the streets. The objective was threefold: to increase knowledge of burg-
lary and violence in order to (1) bring the fear of crime more in line
with the risks involved, (2) encourage adequate preventive behaviour
and (3) improve the attitude towards the criminal justice system.
Results showed that the campaign led to a more positive attitude to-
wards the criminal justice system among the general public.
Information meetings led to increased knowledge about burglary, the
outcome expectation and self-efficacy expectation regarding burglary
prevention and the intention to implement preventive behaviour. In
the course of this project, a PhD thesis was completed (Kuttschreuter,
1994) and several articles were published, both nationally and interna-
tionally (Kuttschreuter & Wiegman, 1997 and 1998).
A new development in this sub-programme is a PhD project on
marketing communication, which started in 1998.

Designing health communication

The goal of this sub-programme is to understand the contribution of
communication processes to the improvement of human health, to
the prevention of a deterioration in health, to the improvement of
the quality of healthcare services and to the quality of life and the re-
covery of patients. The research activities focus on primary and sec-
ondary prevention and on permanent care. They take a social-psy-
chological perspective and analyse determinants of health-related
behaviour in a social, organisational or societal context.
Understanding these determinants facilitates the design of commun-
icative interventions (e.g. products or protocols) that aim to im-
prove audience knowledge, or to change beliefs or behaviour that
contribute to the prevention, reduction or solution of health prob-
lems and the improvement of the quality of care and the quality of
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life of patients. To achieve these aims, we need to understand the re-
lation between beliefs, health behaviour and the health situation or
quality of life of groups of individuals. In addition, we need insight
into the relative impact of communicative interventions on
knowledge, beliefs and behaviour, as well as the context in which
these interventions may be helpful in preventing ailments or im-
proving the quality and fine-tuning of care. Furthermore, we need to
understand the interrelations between the quality of care, the need
for care and patients’ quality of life, the organisation of the health
services and care, and the co-ordination of care between the various
health service professionals. Finally, we aim to understand how com-
municative interventions may affect active participation in the early
detection of disorders such as breast cancer. The research methods
that are applied in this sub-programme are similar to those
described in sub-programme 2.

Overview of results .
In this sub-programme, we distinguish 3 research themes, namely
prevention, early detection and care.

Prevention
Research on prevention focuses on the relative impact of commun-
ication on the behavioural changes needed to prevent illness.
Unhealthy habits, such as smoking or prolonged direct exposure to
sunlight, are risk factors in the development of cancer. In order to
encourage people to stop smoking, a communicative intervention
has been developed that can be applied by GPs in their practices
(Pieterse etal., 1994). The main focus of the project has been to de-
termine which characteristics of GP practices predict the adoption of
the intervention, enabling the implementation of this intervention
on a national scale. A PhD thesis on this topic has recently been com-
pleted (Pieterse, 1999). With respect to exposure to direct sunlight,
research has focused on the determinants for this type of behaviour
(Pieterse et al., 1998). Public information material for 11-and 12-
year-old schoolchildren has also been designed and evaluated.

Early detection
Research on early detection focuses primarily on the communicative
and psychosocial aspects of the implementation of mass screening
for breast cancer for women between 50 and 70 years of age.
National breast cancer screening has been gradually introduced in
the Netherlands since 1989. Projects deal with questions about the
understanding of participation, and repeated participation, of
women in this mass-screening programme (Drossaert et al., 1996a)
and the psycho-social factors that determine women’s perception of
the breast examination (Drossaert etal., 1996b). The data gathered
in these projects are also relevant for the cost-benefit discussion of
mass-screening programmes (Drossaert et al., 1998). A PhD thesis
will be completed on this issue.
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