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Are British and American forms of English sufficiently different to cause problems in transnational technical publications teams? Can British and American technical writing teams work in harmony?
If you participated in a recent debate initiated by Scott Abel on Facebook (actually concerning the different subject of outsourcing projects to India), you might think it could cause problems, as one commenter stated that British understatement (and supposed overuse of the passive voice) could result in unclear user documentation.
Furthermore, if you’d also read a recent article in Nature, you’d have found researchers analyzing the digitized texts of English-language books over the past century concluded that, in the last 50 years, American English has become decidedly more emotional than British English. They also claimed this was part of a more general increase of the stylistic divergence between the two variants of English language.
I think for technical documentation, we don’t need to worry. Indeed, I could have used a distinctly British word for nonsense to express my opinion of the comment on Facebook. In my experience, technical writers prioritize clarity and accuracy so much so that there are few problems in having a British-American writing team.
It’s true there are some style issues that need to resolved. For example, deciding how you spell words such as “colour” and “metre,” and what you mean by “must” and “shall.” British understatement does exist, and it can be misinterpreted by non-native English speakers, as the Anglo-EU translation cartoon demonstrates:
[image: http://www.thepoke.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/anglo.jpg]
In my experience, most British technical writers know when to “call a spade a spade” and speak in a way that is clear enough for an American colleague to understand what they are saying.
However, you don’t need to take my word for it. In the same way the researchers analysed those differences in British and American literature, someone could do a similar analysis on British and American user guides. Google’s MapReduce application may be one way to do this quickly and cheaply, as MapReduce can analyse a set of documents contained in a Zip file and report on how often a word or phrase appears. You could carry out a similar exercise comparing American and Indian user guides as well (As an aside, you could also use it to assess how much duplicated content you have—handy for assessing the savings you’d get from moving to a single sourcing authoring environment).
What’s your experience of British and American writers working together? Did it work well?  You can use the comments box to share your thoughts.
Ellis Pratt is sales and marketing director at Cherryleaf. Ranked the most the influential blogger on technical communication in Europe, Ellis is a specialist in the field of creating clear and simple information users will love.
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| hear what you say

With the greatest
respect...

That's not bad
That is a very brave
proposal

Quite good

I would suggest...

Oh, incidentally/ by the
way

I was a bit disappointed
that

Very interesting
I'll bear it in mind

V' sure it’s my fault

You must come for dinner
1almost agree

1only have a few minor

‘comments

Could we consider some
other options

| disagree and do not want
to discuss it further

1 think you are an idiot

That's good

You are insane

Abit disappointing

Doit or be prepared to
justify yourself

The primary purpose of
our discussion s...
1am annoyed that

That s clearly nonsense

I've forgotten it already
It’s your fault

It’s not an invitation, 'm
just being polite

I don’t agree atall

Please re-write completely

I don’t like your idea

He accepts my point of
view

He s listening to me

That's poor

He thinks | have courage

Quite good

Think about the idea, but
do what you like

Thatis not very important

It doesn't really matter

They are impressed

They will probably do it
Why do they think it was
their fault?

1 will get an invitation soon

He's not far from
agreement

He has found a few typos

They have not yet decided
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