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Read	the	text	below,	which	provides	a	general	overview	of	technical	specifications,	and	answer	these	
questions:	
1) Are	technical	specifications	very	common	in	everyday	life?	Where	can	you	find	examples	of	specifications?	
2) What	are	the	two	main	functions	of	specifications?	
3) What	is	a	possible	negative	consequence	of	poorly	written	specifications?	
4) What	are	the	two	main	styles	in	terms	of	specifications	format?	
5) Why	 are	 specifications	 writers	 usually	 advised	 to	 collect	 many	 specifications	 documents	 from	 their	

company?	
6) What	is	the	difference	between	the	open	(performance)	style	and	the	closed	restrictive	style?	
7) Why	is	it	so	important	to	carry	out	usability	testing	on	specifications?	
8) Specifications	writers	use	a	“terse”	style	and	have	to	be	cautious	with	pronouns	and	qualifying	phrases	

(e.g.	adjectives	and	relative	clauses).	Why?	
9) What	are	the	typical	organisation	patterns	for	specifications?	
10) Why	are	graphics	so	important	in	specifications	writing?	

	

Technical	Specifications	

Specifications	 are	descriptions	of	 products	or	 product	 requirements.	 They	 can	provide	
details	 for	 the	 design,	 manufacture,	 testing,	 installation,	 and	 use	 of	 a	 product.	 You	
typically	see	specifications	in	the	documentation	that	comes	in	the	package	with	certain	
kinds	of	products,	for	example,	CD	players	or	computers.	These	describe	the	key	technical	
characteristics	of	the	item.	But	specifications	are	also	written	as	a	way	of	"specifying"	the	
construction	and	operational	characteristics	of	a	thing.	They	are	then	used	by	people	who	
actually	 construct	 the	 thing	 or	 go	 out	 and	 attempt	 to	 purchase	 it.	 When	 you	 write	
specifications,	 accuracy,	 precision	 of	 detail,	 and	 clarity	 are	 critical.	 Poorly	 written	
specifications	can	cause	a	range	of	problems	and	lead	to	lawsuits.	
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Outline	and	two-column	style	used	to	present	 information	 in	specifications.	Graphics,	 tables,	and	 lists	are	
heavily	used,	but	some	details	can	only	be	provided	through	sentences	and	paragraphs.	For	these	reasons	then,	
specifications	have	a	particular	style,	format,	and	organization:	

● Make	 every	 effort	 to	 find	 out	 what	 the	 specific	 requirements	 are	 for	 format,	 style,	 contents,	 and	
organization.	If	they	are	not	documented,	collect	a	big	pile	of	specifications	written	by	or	for	your	company,	
and	study	them	for	characteristics	like	those	described	in	the	following.	

● Use	 two-column	 lists	 or	 tables	 to	 lists	 specific	 details.	 If	 the	 purpose	 is	 to	 indicate	 details	 such	 as	
dimensions,	 materials,	 weight,	 tolerances,	 and	 frequencies,	 regular	 paragraph-style	 writing	 may	 be	
unnecessary.	

● For	sentence-style	presentation,	use	an	outline	style	similar	to	the	one	shown	in	the	 illustration	above.	
Make	 sure	 that	 each	 specification	 receives	 its	 own	 number–letter	 designation.	 In	 sentence-style	
specifications,	make	sure	each	specific	requirement	has	its	own	separate	sentence.	

● Use	the	decimal	numbering	system	for	each	individual	specification.	This	facilitates	cross-referencing.	
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Graphics	and	tables	used	to	present	information	in	specifications.	

● Use	either	the	open	(performance)	style	or	the	closed	restrictive	style,	depending	on	the	requirements	of	
the	job.	In	the	open	or	performance	style,	you	can	specify	what	the	product	or	component	should	do,	that	
is,	its	performance	capabilities.	In	the	closed	style,	you	specify	exactly	what	it	should	be	or	consist	of.	

● Cross-reference	existing	specifications	whenever	possible.	Various	government	agencies	as	well	as	trade	and	
professional	 associations	 publish	 specifications	 standards.	 You	 can	 refer	 to	 these	 standards	 rather	 than	
include	the	actual	specifications	details.	

● Use	specific,	concrete	language	that	identifies	as	precisely	as	possible	what	the	product	or	component	should	
be	 or	 do.	 Avoid	words	 that	 are	 ambiguous—words	 that	 can	 be	 interpreted	 in	more	 than	 one	way.	 Use	
technical	jargon	the	way	it	is	used	in	the	trade	or	profession.	
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● Test	your	specifications	by	putting	yourself	in	the	role	of	a	bumbling	contractor—or	even	an	unscrupulous	
one.	What	 are	 the	ways	 a	 careless	or	 incompetent	 individual	 could	misread	 your	 specifications?	Could	
someone	wilfully	misread	your	specifications	in	order	to	cut	cost,	time,	and	thus	quality?	Obviously,	no	set	
of	specifications	can	ultimately	be	"foolproof"	or	"shark-proof,"	but	you	must	try	to	make	them	as	clear	
and	unambiguous	as	possible.	

● For	specifications	to	be	used	in	design,	manufacturing,	construction,	or	procurement,	use	"shall"	to	indicate	
requirements.	In	specifications	writing,	"shall"	is	understood	as	indicating	a	requirement.	(See	the	outline-
style	specifications	in	the	first	illustration	on	specifications	for	examples	of	this	style	of	writing.)	

● Provide	numerical	specifications	in	both	words	and	symbols:	for	example,	"the	distance	between	the	two	
components	shall	be	three	centimeters	(3	cm)."	

● Writing	 style	 in	 specifications	 can	 be	 very	 terse:	 incomplete	 sentences	 are	 acceptable	 as	 well	 as	 the	
omission	of	function	words	such	as	articles	and	conjunctions	that	are	understood.	

● Exercise	great	caution	with	pronouns	and	relational	or	qualifying	phrases.	Make	sure	there	 is	no	doubt	
about	what	words	such	as	"it,"	"they,"	"which,"	and	"that"	refer	to.	Watch	out	for	sentences	containing	a	
list	of	two	or	more	items	followed	by	some	descriptive	phrase—does	the	descriptive	phrase	refer	to	all	the	
list	items	or	just	one?	In	cases	like	these,	you	may	have	to	take	a	wordier	approach	for	the	sake	of	clarity.	

● Use	words	and	phrasing	that	have	become	standard	in	similar	specifications	over	the	years.	Past	usage	has	
proven	them	reliable.	Avoid	words	and	phrases	that	are	known	not	to	hold	up	in	lawsuits.	

● Make	 sure	 your	 specifications	 are	 complete—put	 yourself	 in	 the	 place	 of	 those	 who	 need	 your	
specifications;	make	sure	you	cover	everything	they	will	need.	

Contents	and	Organization	of	Specifications.	Organization	is	critical	in	specifications—readers	need	to	be	able	
to	find	one	or	a	collection	of	specific	details.	To	facilitate	the	process	of	locating	individual	specifications,	use	
headings,	lists,	tables,	and	identifying	numbers	as	discussed	previously.	But	a	certain	organization	of	the	actual	
contents	is	also	standard:	

● General	 description—Describe	 the	 product,	 component,	 or	 program	 first	 in	 general	 terms—
administrative	details	about	its	cost,	start	and	completion	dates,	overall	description	of	the	project,	scope	
of	the	specifications	(what	you	are	not	covering),	anything	that	is	of	a	general	nature	and	does	not	fit	in	
the	part-by-part	descriptions	in	the	following.	

● Part-by-part	description—In	 the	main	body,	present	 specifications	part	by	part,	element	by	element,	
trade	by	trade—whatever	is	the	logical,	natural,	or	conventional	way	of	doing	it.	

● General-to-specific	order—Wherever	applicable,	arrange	specifications	from	general	to	specific.	

Graphics	in	specifications.	In	specifications,	use	graphics	wherever	they	enable	you	to	convey	information	more	
effectively.	For	example,	 in	the	specifications	for	a	cleanroom	for	production	of	 integrated	circuits,	drawings,	
diagrams,	and	schematics	convey	some	of	the	information	much	more	succinctly	and	effectively	than	sentences	
and	 paragraphs.	 See	 the	 example	 of	 a	 graphics	 used	 in	 specifications	 writing	 in	 the	 second	 illustration	 on	
specifications.	For	details,	see	the	following	chapter	on	graphics	

 Text	by	David	McMurrey	hcexres@prismnet.com. 
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Remember	the	videos	on	Collabotics	and	BinE—or	watch	them	again	if	you	need	to	refresh	your	memory.		

a-what	video	follows	the	conventions	of	a	demo?	

b-	bearing	in	mind	the	necessary	information	to	include	in	Technical	Specifications,	which	video	provides	you	
with	clues	or	information	you	would	need	to	write	the	Specs	of	every	product	in	particular?	Briefly	compare	
them:	

Collabotics	 	 	 BinE	
-	 	 	 	 -	
-	 	 	 	 -	
-	 	 	 	 -	
	
	
 
ANSWERS:	
	
1)Yes,	they	are.	They	can	be	found	in	most	everyday	products.	
1) Description	of	already	existing	products	(addressed	to	users)	and	“specification”	of	how	a	product	should	

be	constructed	(addressed	to	manufacturers)		
2) A	lawsuit.	
3) Outline	and	two-column	styles.	
4) Because	 there	 are	 different	 conventions	 for	 organising	 specifications	 and	 by	 compiling	 previous	

specifications	 from	 their	 company,	 writers	 can	 make	 sure	 that	 their	 specifications	 conform	 to	 the	
company’s	style.	

5) The	open	(performance)	style	describes	what	the	product	can	do	(performance	capabilities)	whereas	the	
closed	restrictive	style	describes	exactly	what	the	product	should	do	or	what	it	should	consist	of.	

6) To	ensure	clarity	and	unambiguity.	By	putting	yourself	in	the	place	of	the	constructor,	you	make	sure	that	
your	specifications	cannot	be	misread	leading	to	a	product	that	could	be	faulty	or	of	a	lower	quality.	

7) “Terse”	means	succinct,	which	leads	to	the	use	of	incomplete	sentences	or	the	omission	of	structural	(or	
function)	words.	Clarity	of	meaning	is	primary.	The	potential	problem	with	pronouns	or	qualifying	phrases	
is	that	they	could	lead	to	ambiguity	if	their	reference	is	unclear.	

8) General	description,	part-by-part	description	and	general-to-specific.	
9) They	convey	descriptive	information	in	a	clear,	effective	and	succinct	way.	
	
Answer:	
Remember	the	videos	on	Collabotics	and	BinE—or	watch	them	again	if	you	need	to	refresh	your	memory.		

a-what	video	follows	the	conventions	of	a	demo?		Neither	

b-	bearing	in	mind	the	necessary	information	to	include	in	Technical	Specifications,	which	video	provides	you	
with	clues	or	information	you	would	need	to	write	the	Specs	of	every	product	in	particular? 
Neither	video	provides	in-depth	information	about	the	specifications	and	specific	properties	and	features	of	
both	products	mostly	because	they	are	rather	promotional	or	persuasive	presentations	that	highlight	the	
benefits	of	the	project.	Demos	tend	to	be	presentations	where	specifications	and	specific	instructions	are	
given.	All	in	all,	it	is	maybe	the	video	on	the	smart	bin	where	more	technical	data	is	provided.	


