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ABSTRACT 

REEVALUATING THE WORKPLACE AUTHORITY OF THE TECHNICAL 
EDITOR 

Kimberlyn Pepe, M.A. 

George Mason University, 2021 

Thesis Director: Heidi Lawrence 

 

This thesis examines technical editors’ roles, responsibilities, and relationships in the 

workplace. Over the years, technical and professional communication (TPC) has evolved 

with changing communication needs. The field has a long history of redefining its goals 

and mission to align and support developing communication practices, particularly in a 

workplace setting. As a result, TPC professionals have assumed the role as advocate and 

defender to their skill sets, knowledge, and professionalization. However, TPC 

scholarship rarely provides specific practices that its professionals can utilize to create 

power in their roles. This research will inform the question of how technical editors 

establish editorial authority and gain power in the workplace. To accomplish this task, 

this thesis analyzes TPC scholarship through its historical definitions and roles of its 

professionals. The study focuses on interviews with 12 editors and how they describe 

their duties, roles, and workplace relationships. The participants discussed situations of 

workplace disempowerment and how they utilize their soft skills and expertise to 

establish editorial power when not explicitly provided it by their workplaces. The study 

contributes to the knowledge surrounding editors’ workplace editorial authority and 
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evolution, as well as provides guidance for how all TPC professionals can create a 

positive power dynamic within their careers.  
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CHAPTER ONE: ESTABLISHING POWER AS A TECHNICAL 
COMMUNICATOR 

 During my freshmen year of college, I had a difficult time choosing a major. I did 

not want to be boxed into one career path. I saw the decision as having to choose between 

the sciences or humanities. My academic advisor pitched and sold me a major that 

bridged together the two worlds. She described how a degree in writing, rhetoric, and 

technical communication could lead to multiple career options. Since graduating I have 

experienced the job flexibilities of being a technical and professional communicator. My 

peers went on to hold positions within government, science, business, and medical 

industries. 

I have worked as a writer and editor for 7 years. My education prepared me for 

most writing and communication challenges I have faced on the job. However, I was 

unprepared to have to articulate my value within the workplace. In my first editing role, I 

quickly learned that I was the sole advocate for my knowledge and value. Throughout my 

career, my position has frequently been dismissed as unnecessary or actively ignored by 

my colleagues. I have learned how to define and defend my skill sets to coworkers, but I 

still experience a power struggle in the workplace.  

This project began out of personal frustration within my career. As an editor, I 

have often been overlooked in the document process. I thought that I was an inadequate 

at my job. But after talking with my peers and other technical and professional 
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communication (TPC) professionals, I uncovered similar work-related frustrations. I 

began questioning what value technical communicators brought to the workplace. This 

questioning was a catalyst for my research. In a pilot literature review, I investigated the 

history of TPC with a focus on the field’s past definitions. This research revealed a 

history marked by evolving professional roles, titles, and skill sets, as well as a heavy 

influence from technology. TPC was ultimately developed into a profession adjacent to 

other fields.  

During my initial research, I discovered how definitions have reimagined TPC. 

Over time, the field has evolved with changing communication needs. These changes 

have resulted in technical communicators having to act as their own knowledge advocates 

in the workplace. In this role, TPC professionals must ensure colleagues understand their 

purpose as editors and writers. Additionally, the literature review revealed a history of 

devaluation of technical communicators in the workplace, a familiar concept to the field.  

Authorship, power, and value are common themes seen in TPC research. Within 

my early investigation, I hoped to find answers of when and how technical 

communicators became an established position in the workplace. However, most of my 

research revealed that technical communicators still deal with workplaces that do not 

fully recognize their value or expertise. There are many uncertainties around how 

technical communicators establish editorial power, and there is little guidance for new 

TPC professionals entering industry. Additional research is needed to bridge connections 

between education and practicing professionals. 
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Research Question 

My research discusses technical communicators’ ability to create power in the 

workplace. Power has many different meanings. However, for the purpose of this 

research, power is discussed in reference to technical communicators’ editorial power in 

the workplace. Specifically, editorial power refers to technical communicators’ 

successful assertion of editorial expertise and knowledge in the workplace, particularly 

during the document process and when collaborating with colleagues. Identifying 

editorial power is equally complicated as defining the concept. In this study, editorial 

power is identified through technical communicators’ actions. The participants 

characterized editorial power as their ability to successfully perform the basic functions 

of their jobs. Power was not described as complete control over processes or documents. 

Instead, editorial power was depicted by the participants as having their reviews accepted 

without question and their expertise valued by colleagues as necessary for clear 

communication. Further, this study focuses on technical communicators’ ability to create 

editorial power.  

In “Creating Editorial Authority Through Technological Innovation,” Clinton R. 

Lanier discusses two types of power that technical communicators often encounter: 

“absolute authority that is granted by the workplace organization or created authority that 

is established by technical communicators” (468). Without support from their 

organizations, editors are responsible for instituting their own power. There are few 

definite answers to support editors in this endeavor. Notably, Lanier’s research concludes 

with his determination that low-status editors were provided editorial power when 
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workplaces switched to electronic forms of editing. At the time, editors were more 

technically literate, and the authors had to refer to the editors’ expertise. This bolstered 

editors’ power and helped to insert their roles into the process because their skill sets 

were needed to create online documents. But as seen in the following literature review, as 

technology evolved so did peoples’ ability to use it. Editors lost this slight power 

enhancement described by Lanier.  

Literature continues to address issues of power in TPC by advocating for 

universal definitions, promoting field professionalization, and unifying the field’s 

research. However, these broad solutions do not provide current practicing editors with 

applicable solutions to an ongoing problem of workplace devaluation. Solutions to 

editorial power often include editors performing extra tasks to showcase their value and 

expertise in the workplace. But these answers do not guarantee editors respect from their 

colleagues. Instead, these solutions contribute to the misconception that editors’ roles are 

auxiliary and must be proven as useful or valid to the communication process.  

An additional complication to creating editorial power is that editors work closely 

with subject matter experts (SMEs). These relationships often include a power struggle, 

especially during the production process (Jeyaraj 9). Research has established that 

“Although technical writers are sometimes treated well by SMEs, evidence during the 

past few years indicates that many technical writers are marginalized by SMEs in various 

hierarchical relationships” (Jeyaraj 9-10). These struggles, in combination with a history 

of misconceptions about editors’ roles and expertise, impedes their ability to promote 

change within their positions. Thus, if editors need to create power in their organizations, 
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literature must more clearly answer how technical communicators can actually enact that 

creation of power within the workplace. Yet, as the literature review below establishes, 

sources for power and how it is created by editors is relatively undiscussed in existing 

research. 

This problem led me to the question: how can editors create editorial power when 

it is not granted by the organization? Particularly, what does this power look like? Further 

understanding about how editors are successful in creating editorial power can provide 

guidance for all future TPC professionals. This knowledge is valuable to TPC academics 

entering the workforce, as well as current professionals. This thesis research will argue 

that although TPC has attempted to morph its professionals’ skill sets and identity to 

match current workplace communication needs, editorial power remains not easily 

accessible for editors. Without proper guidance, current editors continue to reenforce 

their expertise through cyclic motions that do not offer permanent solutions to obtaining 

editorial power. 

Thesis Overview 

Technical communication professionals’ struggle to create power is a problem 

that has long plagued TPC. This research reviews the history of TPC and how technical 

communicators’ have defined their editorial authority. Furthermore, this research reveals 

that there is an academic need to understand what active steps current technical 

communication professionals can take to promote their expertise and establish editorial 

power in the workplace. This knowledge can offer guidance for academic programs to 

better prepare future graduates, as well as practicing professionals to take on these power-



6 
 

based challenges. Additionally, by tackling these issues, this research provides a space to 

acknowledge that these problems still exist.  

As seen within the literature review below, TPC has shifted its professionals’ 

titles and skill sets to align with evolving technology and new forms of communication. 

TPC professionals are continually adapting to changing workplace expectations that 

encompasses many of the field’s jobs and careers. Technology, new businesses, global 

trends, and the Internet all add to a growing TPC field. Technical communicator’s roles 

have evolved to include titles such as graphic designers, social media creators, website 

engineers, and many more. However, editors’ roles and titles have largely remained the 

same over the years.  

It is important to note that throughout the thesis the terms ‘editor’ and ‘technical 

communicator’ are used. I define editors in this thesis as a subsection of technical 

communicators that have certain and specific duties related to workplace communication. 

Editors’ duties involve coordinating multiple authors’ text into one coherent message, 

crafting communication for a certain audience, and ensuring appropriate grammar and 

language are used. Unlike certain technical communicators, whose roles are relatively 

new to the professional landscape (i.e., social media managers or online content 

specialists), editors have remained a workplace staple. But the publics’ biases and 

knowledge surrounding editors’ roles has not evolved with editors’ skill sets, training, 

and expertise over the years. Many people still view editors’ roles as secretarial or as 

supporting more ‘important’ jobs in the workplace.  
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Within this thesis, Chapter 2 presents a literature review to provide an overview 

of TPC’s history and determine how power has been discussed within technical 

communicators’ roles. Chapter 3 describes the various methods used within this study. 

Chapter 4 delves into the results and the themes that emerged from the interviews. 

Chapter 5 takes a closer look at the interview themes and analyzes the participants’ 

responses and stories in relation to editorial power. This chapter reveals that current 

editors still experience disempowerment in their roles and have created ways to insert 

themselves into the document process and enhance their editorial power. Lastly, Chapter 

6 closes off with the concluding answers learned from the research, as well as a 

discussion of what these answers mean for future and current TPC professionals.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this literature review is twofold: 1) to understand how field 

definitions have evolved around authorship, agency, and industry needs, and 2) to 

identify calls for action for editors to attain editorial power throughout the field’s history. 

This literature review begins by examining how TPC’s evolution has redefined and 

reevaluated its professionals’ roles and editorial authority in the workplace. The 

scholarship establishes a broad history of TPC’s professional evolution. The literature is 

organized in a timeline that marks the field’s most prominent eras of the scholarly 

reimagining. The research reveals a consistent record of technical communicators 

adapting and transforming to roles that support changing workplace communication 

needs. TPC has acquired and shed identities, and its definitions highlight early workplace 

instability.   

Next, the literature review discusses articles by scholars who have specifically 

studied power in relation to technical communicators. The review first establishes three 

core communication views as the basis for examining editorial agency and that are seen 

within the different articles discussing editorial power. These views, transmission; 

translation; and articulation, were first explored by Jennifer Slack, David Miller, and 

Jeffrey Doak in their article, “The Technical Communicator as Author.” Described 

further below, these three views were recognized more than 30 years ago. Typically, 

articles that describe and utilize these communication views correlate technical 

communicators’ place in the communication process as a reference mark of their editorial 
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power. Editors are expected to harness this editorial power to overcome workplace 

misconceptions by asserting their expertise and knowledge within communication 

process. This literature outlines the arguments surrounding editors’ need to establish 

editorial power to break away from false understanding that their roles are auxiliary. 

Throughout the literature examined here, definitions and power, remain a top priority 

studied by TPC scholars. Moreover, these two elements work in tandem. Scholars have 

identified that technical communicators need to clearly define and articulate their roles to 

field outsiders; however, without basic editorial power, editors are mislabeled and 

regulated to unrelated tasks or secretarial work.  

Defining TPC’s History 

History reveals TPC’s early struggles to establish a standalone identity. In “Power 

and Legitimacy in Technical Communication: Strategies for Professional Status,” the 

authors acknowledge that understanding a field’s history is important for a profession to 

move forward. “Our identity is deeply rooted in our history, whether we are familiar with 

it or not, or even whether it has been written or not. […] An examination of established 

professions reveals that professional identity is closely tied to a developed professional 

history” (Kynell and Savage 3-4). Definitions are essential to any field’s identity. The 

importance of a field definition is discussed in Charles Beck’s article, “Definition as 

Central to the Field of Technical Communication;” definitions, at minimum, provide 

clarity to its users (Beck 457). 

TPC’s past definitions are evidence of its evolution. Scholars have attempted to 

use definitions to establish a common identity for TPC professionals. These definitions 
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have been influenced by industry roles, outside fields, and changing technology, all while 

adapting to different workplace communication needs.  

The prefix ‘re’ [redefine] implies an established identity that should now be 

modified, but it also reflects a failure to pin down the characteristics. Ongoing 

efforts to define or redefine also suggest dissatisfaction with the definitions in 

play. Academics know that defining a field by practice keeps them on the margins 

of power. The ‘re’ suggests a need to try again to mark the territory of the field in 

order to gain more power. (Rude 188) 

Early TPC definitions focused on the field’s relationship to technology. During this 

period, the development of advanced military machinery produced work for TPC 

professionals. Some scholars contribute the creation of military weapons as the beginning 

of TPC (Kimball 335). Technical communicators were necessary for the lay person to 

understand complex military technology and its associated terminology. The profession 

was defined by its ability to provide clear technical documentation (Pringle and Williams 

39). But this period was short lived, and as wars ended, the demand for technical 

communicators to create this type of documentation subsided. This post-war era left TPC 

professionals searching for a new place of purpose among other fields (Pringle and 

Williams 43).  

The investment into computer technology and engineering created a fresh 

objective for TPC. In “Boom, Bust, and Beyond: My Experience as a Technical 

Communicator,” George Hayhoe contributes the development of computers as a major 

turning point for TPC. He outlines 1939-1980 as the period when TPC changed from a 
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task to an occupation (Hayhoe 343). Additionally, during this time, university 

engineering departments increasingly relied on TPC courses for its students to learn how 

to create better documentation (Harris 134). TPC’s adaption by other disciplines created 

new problems for the field. As other academic subjects used TPC practices and courses 

within their own curriculum, a definition and professional identity became a necessity for 

the field. In “Mapping Research Questions in Technical Communication,” Carolyn Rude 

describes how “too close an alliance with another field subjects us to the vagaries and 

definitions of that field and diminishes our agency in determining our own values and 

purposes” (177). Scholars recognized a need to identify and train technical 

communicators to be more than just “users of systems,” but instead become valuable 

workplace communicators (Rutter 135).  

Redefining TPC as Its Own Profession 

Until this point in TPC’s history, scholars defined technical communication with a 

heavy influence from technology. But as technology advanced, jobs that once required 

technical communicators to create manuals gave way to technology that was increasingly 

more user-friendly, making large technical manuals unnecessary (Kimball 337). The need 

for large technology-driven documentation declined. Technical communicators 

experienced another professionalization shift as their roles were relegated to secretarial 

work or removed from the workplace altogether (Hayhoe 348). The future of TPC was 

uncertain, and many professionals questioned if the field would be eradicated (Giammona 

349).  
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Gerald Savage contributed TPC’s ability to grow past early assumptions of failure 

to the work of scholars in the fields of history and sociology (356). Their work helped 

give shape to technical communication outside the areas of scientific and technical 

contexts and gave the field the ability to become a profession not tied to other subjects 

(Savage 356). In “The Future Is the Past: Has TC Arrived as a Profession?” Kathy 

Pringle and Sean Williams also discuss how early TPC definitions were intertwined with 

technology, but that the field has since grown with skills in audience analysis, writing 

conventions, gestalt psychology, and information management (363).  

It was during this time that the field began to refer to its professionals as technical 

communicators. This shift was meant encompass TPC professionals’ vast skill sets of 

interpersonal communication, design, and writing. In “Evolving Skill Sets and Job 

Pathways of Technical Communicators,” the authors discuss how the term technical 

communicator was developed as a catch-all term from TPC’s evolution of job titles.  

During the 1950s, the words ‘writers’ and ‘editors’ were used to describe 

technical communicators whose jobs largely consisted of writing and editing 

technical documents. By 1960, the idea of ‘publishers’ was also added. By 1971, 

the scope of the profession had expanded enough that the broader term 

‘communication’ was adopted. (Shalamova, Rice-Bailey, Wikoff 1) 

But even with this name modernization, the field struggled to overcome misconceptions, 

and TPC job duties were viewed as expendable or unnecessary. “Even by the 1970s, 

when programs in technical communication were growing in this country, the technical 
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communicator was ‘ancillary to industry [and] easily expendable in hard times’” (Kynell-

Hunt 60).  

In “How Innovation, Technology, Information Management, and Other Forces 

Are Shaping the Future of the Profession,” Barbara Giammona details how TPC 

continued with its identity crisis in the early 2000’s. After the burst of the dot-com 

bubble, the following recession affected the computer hardware and software industry 

and, in turn, technical communicators’ jobs and work roles (Hayhoe 348). TPC 

employment tumbled as positions were removed and deemed unnecessary. During this 

time, the Society of Technical Communication membership fell (after a previous high of 

25,000 members in 1992); the numbers never recovered. 

Present: Defining TPC Today 

Since the early 2000’s, technical communicators have fought to be more than just 

content pushers, but credible content creators. TPC has continued to shift towards a new 

complex set of duties, roles, and scholarly responsibilities to regain power for its 

professionals. The field’s defining characteristics have been realigned to a bigger picture 

and mission. New areas of importance have emerged within the field’s research. Notably, 

TPC scholarship has shifted include social justice methods and methodologies.  

TPC’s history showcases how the field has changed and evolved with workplace 

communication needs. Its professionals have had to remain flexible to these changes in 

their skill sets, professionalization, technical literacy, and communication platforms. 

Scholars continually questioned the ability of the field to remain relevant. This 
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questioning is a result of doubt within the TPC community to continue to remain abreast 

of the quickly changing communication landscape.  

But technical communicators are uniquely trained to evolve with workplace needs 

and adapt to trends within communication practices. TPC research often highlights the 

field’s issues with maintaining a separate identity from other fields that incorporate 

similar tenants and skill sets. Early technical communicators were able to shift away from 

the outdated practice of manual writing and adapt to new workplace environments to stay 

relevant. As TPC began to build its own identity and definition, its professionals were 

defined by uninformed workplace management. A disconnect between the past, present, 

and future of TPC was (and still is) met with misunderstandings and devaluation within 

the workplace (Petersen 211).  

This short timeline presented displays a field that has managed to remain relevant 

and necessary by empowering its professionals to take on challenges of relevance. Since 

the field’s beginnings, technical communicators have had to deal with issues of editorial 

power. But what does power look like in TPC? The history of TPC is a building block in 

beginning to answer this question that is picked up by TPC scholars who have studied 

power specifically. 

Editorial Power for TPC Professionals 

More than 30 years ago, Slack, Miller, and Doak advocated for technical 

communicators to rethink authorship through the articulation view. The authors 

established power as created through the authorship of messages. They described three 

main views of communication that correlated to different roles a technical communicator 
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can play in the communication process. Within these views, power shifts between the 

actors involved. In the transmission view, the technical communicator’s role involves the 

movement of messages from the sender to the receiver. This view holds technical 

communicators in a neutral role in the communication process (Slack, Miller, and Doak 

13). In the translation view, the technical communicator’s role and concern is with the 

interpretation and reinterpretation of messages. Like the transmission view, the 

translation view provides technical communicators little editorial power, but instead, their 

roles oversee that the message is clearly communicated between the sender and receiver. 

Lastly, in the articulation view power is defined as being created by technical 

communicators who engage in the articulation and rearticulation of the message’s 

meaning.  

Similarly, in “Communication: Is It the Transmission of Information?” Adnan 

Almaney discusses the pitfalls of defining technical communicators’ work as 

transmission. The definition of transmission, and the language surrounding the term, 

works against technical communicators’ roles. Furthermore, Almaney discusses how the 

transmission view encourages misconceptions about communication, including that 

communication is a linear relationship that only occurs between two parties (sender and 

receiver) without any interference and that as long as the target of the message receives 

the message, the message will be understood (108). When technical communicators are 

connected to the transmission view during the communication process, this links editors 

to the false identity that editing does not support the message of the document. Rather, 
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editors use their expertise to incorporate plain language tactics and strategic language 

practices into documents to ensure that receivers understand the sender’s intent.  

As reflected throughout TPC’s history, technical communicators’ roles placed 

them into the position of translators or transmitters in the communication process. They 

had no real purpose or say in the creation of messages and were misunderstood by their 

colleagues. In “Toward Technical Authorship,” Jim Henry discusses the positive changes 

that can occur for editors when workplace culture shifts its understanding of technical 

communicators and editorial power. Henry’s holds a similar view to the previously 

discussed scholars when relating technical communicators’ roles to transmitters. “As long 

as this view [transmission] of communication prevails in the workplace, technical 

communicators will continue to be ‘powerless,’ suffering the lack of professional 

recognition that they deserve, and deemed unable to take on more central duties and 

responsibilities in the discursive representation of those workplaces” (454). Again, 

technical communicators’ place within the communication process is connected to the 

level of respect and editorial power that they receive from their colleagues and 

workplaces. 

Literature examines solutions to this power-creation problem through the lens of 

value assertion in workplace relationships. In “Attitude Toward the Editing Process: 

Theory, Research and Pedagogy,” Jean Lutz discusses the importance of the author-

technical communicator relationship to both the workplace and technical communicators’ 

editorial power (157). Lutz stressed how editing is not the “no brain work” that is 

typically associated with the skill and that technical communicators’ relationships with 
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authors/SMEs are important and necessary for clear documents (157). Furthermore, Lutz 

argues that technical communicators are valuable to workplaces because of their ability to 

establish and facilitate relationships with SMEs (158). This solution to power creation 

specifically places editors as the responsible party for creating good workplace 

relationships and that their ability to do so makes them valuable to workplaces. However, 

this idea of value relies on the notion that SME-technical communicators’ relationships 

will always be successful and fails to identify what happens if these relationships fail 

support editorial power.  

An additional problem with this solution of author-technical communicator 

relationships is examined in “Theory to Practice: Negotiating Expertise for New 

Technical Communicators,” where Jennifer Mallette and Megan Gehrke evaluate the 

power dynamics between SMEs and technical communicators. The authors discuss how 

SME-technical communicator team dynamics are often complicated by issues of 

expertise, as follows: “Despite the complex reality of their work assignments and the 

dynamic role they can play, technical communicators are often still confined to the box of 

documentation-ist, rather than the more elevated status of SME in the various subjects in 

which they work” (Mallette and Gehrke 2). Regardless of the relationships that are 

created between SMEs and technical communicators, if editors’ roles are not seen as 

necessary to the communication process, editorial power is unattainable.  

This continuous problem of scholarship promoting technical communicators’ 

value as the key editorial power is examined in Patrick Moore’s 1999 article, “When 

Persuasion Fails: Coping with Power Struggles.” In his article, Moore discusses technical 
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communicators’ issues with creating editorial power and how TPC articles commonly 

“emphasized one way for technical communicators to gain power in their organizations: 

to promote their ability to add measurable value. These articles offer practical steps for 

giving technical communicators more power in organizations, but they rely on the art of 

persuasion” (351). Moore discusses an important issue with these views of technical 

communicators’ creation of power: what happens when their power persuasion tactics do 

not work (352)? Scholarship has continued to correlate editorial power with the role that 

technical communicators play in the communication process. However, there are no 

definite answers to help technical communicators, particularly editors, to achieve 

editorial power.  

Conclusion: TPC Professionals Need Further Support to Know How to Create 

Editorial Power in Workplaces 

Establishing power for TPC professionals is not a new concept for the field. As 

seen within the literature review, TPC has undergone many redefining moments. Power 

and field legitimacy have remained at the core of academic pursuits to create a unity 

among the field. Regardless of the field’s efforts to establish a consistent identity, 

“current scholarship seems to indicate we are still of varying minds about who we are as 

a field. As a result of such factors, TPC seems unable to move toward forward due to a 

lack of common, unifying goals” (St. Amant and Meloncon 270). This disconnection 

throughout the field has spanned into TPC professionals’ workplaces. 

Additionally, the literature review examines TPC’s history and its transformations 

alongside changing workplace communication needs. This brief look into TPC’s 



19 
 

complicated history of creating a universal definition reveals a field-wide problem that 

has spanned into technical communicators’ professional work identities. The research 

reviewed reflects how TPC professionals and scholars still seek to reconcile the field’s 

morphing qualities into one identity. These constant changes have resulted in TPC’s 

professionals modifying their roles and skill sets to remain relevant in the workplace. 

These challenges have created further issues when field outsiders misunderstand TPC 

professionals’ expertise and roles. Editors make up a portion of technical communicators 

who have few answers of how to properly assert their power and value in the workplace. 

Literature has not provided editors a way to successfully gain editorial power without 

having to prove themselves worthy of basic respect.  

A combination of workplace uncertainty, evolving professional titles, and a lack 

of field unity have resulted in technical communicators’ positions being misunderstood 

and misrepresented in the workplace. As research shows, TPC continues to challenge 

outdated ideals of its professionals in the workplace and academia. Although the 

literature examines TPC’s professional evolution, there is little discussed about how 

editors can implement successful tactics to establish themselves and their expertise in the 

workplace. For instance, editors perform vital communication functions, but their roles 

are often met with combativeness from SMEs. Regardless of workplace difficulties, 

editors still perform their jobs despite struggling for workplace respect and power.  

Slack, Miller, and Doak presented technical communicators as needing to be more 

than just transmitters or translators of text, but instead, articulators. When technical 

communicators are articulators of text, they use their editorial expertise to influence 
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document messages. But as reflected in the interviews presented below, the participants 

describe their roles as transmitters or translators in the workplace. Presently, editorial 

power is not easily acquired by editors. The participants in this study reported feeling 

undervalued and underutilized.  

Editors’ job roles have taken on many forms over the years, but the practices’ 

values of editing, rewriting, and composing remain. Editors are often the backbone of 

writing teams with little recognition. Understanding how current editors create positive 

power dynamics in the workplace can provide answers and guidance to future TPC 

professionals entering the work force. This literature review reveals that there is still a 

need to understand how editors address and establish editorial power within the 

workplace. The issue of misrepresentation about editors’ roles and duties is not just the 

fault of a definition or place in the communication process. Although some scholars have 

focused on TPC’s definition as a source of power, editors have not been able to rely on 

field definitions to gain editorial power in the workplace. Additionally, when editorial 

power is explicitly examined in literature, editors were only given suggestions that relied 

on their abilities to assert value. But these strategies do not guarantee editorial power. 

Instead, editorial power is reliant on editors’ convincing colleagues that their expertise is 

valuable and necessary. My study investigates how current editors are successful in 

creating editorial power in the workplace. This knowledge can provide guidance and 

support to all future TPC professionals as new graduates begin to navigate the workforce. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

This research study used semi-structured, recorded interviews to collect data 

about how editors create editorial power in the workplace. The study analyzed participant 

interviews for themes and patterns that emerged from study’s research questions. This 

study focused on data collected in response to the main research questions: 

1. How do editors establish editorial power within the workplace?  

2. How is editorial power described and understood? 

IRB Approval 

This study was reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

Effective October 1, 2020, the study received IRB approval under IRB number 1651268-

1. Additionally, throughout the research period, two amendments were submitted and 

approved on October 19, 2020, and March 16, 2021, respectively.    

Interview Procedures 

For this research, 12 interviews were conducted, and each followed a semi-

structured interview method. This method of study was utilized because it supported a 

forum for open conversation and dialogue with the participants. These interviews 

explored the participants’ daily workplace roles and duties. The conversations examined 

the editors’ successes and hardships experienced within their positions. The editors 

oftentimes face a silent power struggle with the SMEs that they work with. The 

interviews revealed insights into the structures, processes, and relationships editors 

experience within the workplace.  
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This study took place during October 2020 through December 2020. The 

interviews were conducted either over the phone or by virtual web meeting. Due to 

COVID-19, none of the interviews were conducted in-person for participant safety. As a 

result, Internet and telephone-based options worked well to coordinate with participants’ 

availability, as well as to support longer, more detailed conversations. Most participants 

elected to have their interviews over video platform. The first three interviews were 

conducted over Google Hangout. However, the video quality was unreliable, and video 

platform was then switched to Zoom, which was used for the remaining eight interviews. 

One participant elected to have the conversation over the phone without video. The 

interview lengths varied between 27 minutes to 85 minutes.   

The interview questions were structured to invite relevant conversation and 

insights about editors’ experiences with SMEs and their workplace roles. Table 1 

displays the interview questions that were asked to each participant. Question topics dealt 

with the editors’ daily responsibilities working as editorial authorities in government 

agencies and government contracting companies. The interviews consisted of 

approximately 20 questions. The questions were structured to explore the inner workings 

of the editors’ roles, duties, processes, and responsibilities, while addressing the 

overarching research questions. The first six questions were created to provide common 

knowledge about all the participants. These questions addressed the participants’ title, 

workplace, education, job position, and team structures. These questions also accounted 

for different editorial perspectives that the editors represented. The following set of 8 to 

10 questions related directly to the participants’ editing processes and workplace 
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collaboration tactics. The participants were also asked about their roles and how they 

worked with others on their team. The questions accounted for how the editors’ 

approached tasks, document review processes, and workplace collaboration. 

Additionally, the participants were asked where their roles fell within the SMEs’ project 

timelines.  

The questions also highlighted each editors’ goals for a document. It was 

important to see how participants saw their positions and job duties within their 

organizations. This line of questioning was useful to find out whether the participants saw 

their roles as a necessary or ancillary part of the document process. The questions 

provided insight about the editors’ ability to create editorial power within their work 

environments. Additionally, the questions explored the participants’ relationships with 

the SMEs and how they resolved conflicts that arose. These questions allowed for further 

conversations about participants’ workplace relationship dynamics, organizational 

leadership, and interactions with peers. The closing questions were open-ended and 

provided the participants a space for sharing any final thoughts or insights. 

 

Table 1 Interview Questions 
Interview Questions 
I. Warm-up/Current Work 

1. What is your current job title? 
2. What organization or company do you work for? 
3. What degrees do you hold, or formal/informal training have you received? 
4. How did you get involved in technical editing/writing? 
5. What does your team look like? Who are the members and what are their roles?   
6. How do you describe your position/roles to coworkers outside of your team?  

a. Who is in the leadership position on your team and what are their roles? 
 

II. Document Processes and Collaboration Tactics 
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1. When you receive a document from an SME, what are the first steps in your 
review process? 

2. Can you describe to me at least two goals that you try to accomplish within 
your review? 

3. Where do your roles/review process fall within an SME’s workflow/timeline 
for a document? (SMEs’ conceptualization to finished product) 

a. How are you (or how are you not) involved in the writing process? 
4. What is your process for providing feedback to SMEs?  
5. Tell me about a time where you had pushback from a SME about your 

changes? How do you deal with pushback? 
6. If an SME disagrees with your edits or rewrite, how do you handle these types 

of situations?  
a. What do you rely on most when you have disagreements about your 

edits/rewrites (such as education, skills, experience)? 
b. If you and the SME cannot come to an agreement, what happens next? 

Who has the final say in the process? 
7. What does a successful product look like to you? What made that product 

successful (teamwork, good communication)?  
a. What about an unsuccessful product? 

8. What makes your job difficult? What makes your job easier? (people, systems, 
software) 

III. Closing Questions 
1. What do you wish you had known about technical editing/writing at the 

beginning of your career? 
2. What advice do you have for new technical editors/writers entering the field? 
3. Are there are any other insights or opinions you would like to share? 

 
 
 

Criteria for Participation and Sampling  

The requirements for participation in this study had a few limitations. Interview 

participants had to self-identify as either a professional communicator or an academic 

with editing experience. Additionally, participants had to be 18 years or older in age. 

There were no formal excluding criteria other than age. The age restriction was created 

due to younger participants’ unlikely development of the depth and breadth of editing 

experience that was needed to assess and analyze editorial power. All participation was 
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entirely voluntary and could be withdrawn at any time, for any reason, and without 

penalty.  

Recruitment  

Participants were collected through personal-professional connections, as well as 

friend-of-a-friend references. The main recruitment method utilized was connections 

from a workplace professional communication and publisher’s forum. This forum is 

made up of editors, writers, web designers, and digital artists. As a member, I reached out 

and placed a formal call for research participants through email. This recruitment tactic 

connected many professional colleagues from various federal government agencies to the 

study. Other participants for the study were recruited through personal-professional 

contacts, as well as from acquaintances. Lastly, as a graduate student, I used my 

classmate connections to find qualified participants. These recruitment methods 

attempted to support an inclusive sampling method with exposure to participants from 

various industries and educational backgrounds.  

Below, Table 2, displays the participants’ titles, degrees, and status as either a 

federal government employee or government contractor affiliation. There was a total of 

12 participants in this study. Originally, there were a total of 14 participants. However, 

two participants requested removal from the study.  

 

Table 2 Participant Workplace and Education 
# Title Degree Workplace 

Affiliation  
1 Editorial Specialist Bachelor’s in communication, 

minor in creative writing. 
Federal government  
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2 Senior Technical 
Writer/Editor 

Bachelor’s in English with a 
concentration in world literature. 
Master’s in English. 

Federal government 
contractor 

3 Editorial Specialist Bachelor’s in English and 
philosophy. Master’s in English. 

Federal government 

4 Senior Editor Bachelor’s in English literature. Federal government 
5 Chief of Business 

Development/Proposal 
Coordinator   

Associate degree in dental 
hygiene. 

Federal government 
contractor 

6 Senior Technical 
Writer 

Bachelor’s in English, 
concentration in poetry. Master’s 
in English. 

Federal government 
contractor 

7 Editor Bachelor’s in international 
studies, minor in rhetoric and 
argumentation. Master’s in 
international relations. 

Federal government 

8 Editor Bachelor’s in music and in 
creative writing. Master’s in 
creative writing and publishing 
arts. 

Federal government 

9 Editor/Team Lead Bachelor’s in communication. Federal government 
10 Editor Bachelor’s and master’s degree 

in foreign affairs. MBA.   
Federal government 

11 Editor Bachelor’s in biology. Federal government 
12 Technical Editor Degree in industrial engineering. Federal government 

contractor  
 
 
 

Table 2 represents the broad knowledge base and experiences brought to the 

study. All participants worked for either federal government contractors or agencies. 

Most of the participants worked as federal government employees (eight participants), 

and the remaining participants worked as government contractors (four participants). This 

connection may have contributed to the relevant themes seen across all the interviews. 

Although there are a variety of titles represented among the participants, 11 out of 12 

participants’ titles specifically contain the term editor. Four participants held a senior or 
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leadership position. The participants’ degrees acknowledge the variety of knowledge 

represented in the study. Areas of education included English, communication, creative 

writing, philosophy, international relations, music, foreign affairs, biology, and dental 

hygiene.  

Analyzing the Text: Analytical Approach 

Content Analysis 

This study primarily utilized content analysis as the analytic approach to explore 

the data. This approach was used to evaluate the interviews for reoccurring themes and 

patterns in the participants’ language when describing editorial power. In “Content 

Analysis: What Texts Talk About,” Thomas Huckin provides the following description 

for content analysis, “[it] is the identifying, quantifying, and analyzing of specific words, 

phrases, concepts, or other observable semantic data in a text or body of texts with the 

aim of uncovering some underlying thematic or rhetorical pattern running through these 

texts” (14). This approach provided a space to examine the transcripts by looking closely 

at words, sentences, and paragraphs to find themes and patterns relevant to the research 

questions.  

During the analysis, the transcripts were reviewed for comments relating to 

workplace processes, interactions with colleagues, and explaining editorial expertise. 

Content analysis allowed for greater flexibility in determining what patterns were 

discovered within the participants’ language. In this study, emerging themes around 

editorial power, where editors reporting using it, and how they built it in the workplace 

were then analyzed and reviewed in relation to the research questions.  
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Interview Transcription and Descriptive Coding 

Each interview was individually transcribed, mostly verbatim, but without 

detailing every instance of um, uh, or hmm. However, the transcripts did acknowledge 

areas where a participant paused for longer than five seconds. These paused instances 

were kept for two reasons: 1) to understand why the topic shifted or a question was 

rearticulated, and 2) to acknowledge that a participant was thinking further about the 

question. These instances reflected moments where participants may have been at a loss 

of words or needed to collect their thoughts.  

During the initial transcription process, notations were made about any repetitive 

language patterns around editorial power that were expressed in the participants’ 

interviews. Pulling from those initial notations, a broad collection of terms was created to 

jumpstart the coding process. In the SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Design: 

Transcription as a Crucial Step of Data Analysis, coding is defined as “coding refers to 

the classification of events in discrete categories and the labelling of these categories” 

(6). The themes were first arrived at during the initial transcription process and second 

read through. Notable language patterns about editorial power were highlighted during 

the initial transcribing and scrubbing processes. 

The coding process was taken a step further and all codes were organized into a 

spreadsheet in Microsoft Excel. Within the Excel sheet, multiple tabs were created that 

correlated to the codes, and relevant passages from the interviews were then added to the 

columns. Each participant was assigned a unique color for the spreadsheet. This process 

established a clear visual to see how many different participants expressed similar 
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thoughts or experiences about a topic, or if only certain participants were being 

represented in a code column. Throughout this process, the original code list expanded 

and narrowed to include new themes and commonalities discovered. Additionally, 

irrelevant codes were removed, as necessary. The final codes included: trust, teamwork, 

pushback, expertise, suggestions, respect, messaging goals, audience, product ownership, 

and processes. 

Lessons Learned 

The most difficult part of process was the actual act of interviewing. As stated 

before, COVID-19 required all interviews to be done over web meeting or phone. My 

interviewing style had to shift to adapt to this virtual-only environment. There were some 

setbacks to the virtual interviews. For example, I had an issue with the first web platform 

that I worked with. The audio would continually cut out and was unclear. However, I did 

find that the virtual interviewing had its perks. The participants could be interviewed 

from anywhere and at any time that worked with their schedule. I believe this helped me 

recruit more participants because they did not have to commit to driving and meeting 

somewhere unfamiliar. 

Additionally, the virtual meetings helped ease some of the tension of 

interviewing. The participants and I were in our own familiar environments. I was able to 

prep up until the start of the interview, which helped me feel calmer and more prepared. I 

believe the participants were also more relaxed and less distracted than if we were in a 

public area. Throughout the course of interviewing, I became more aware of my 

interviewing skills. I learned how to pause for a moment longer to let the participant think 
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through their answers. I adapted to asking better follow-up questions to the information 

the participants provided instead of only following the outlined questions. Lastly, I grew 

more confident in my interviewing skills with each interview completed. I spent about 

five weeks interviewing 2-3 people a week. This consistency and practice helped me 

evolved as an interviewer and academic.    

Limitations  

Before I began transcribing my interviews, I was satisfied with the number of 

participants for my research. The interviews were informative, and I assumed that the 

interviews would provide enough content for analysis. However, after completing the 

transcriptions and starting the early stages of coding, I began to see an issue. Five of the 

12 participants came from the same workplace. Although these participants worked in 

different office areas and held various titles/positions, some of their responses followed a 

similar pattern. A broader pool of participants may have provided a better mix in 

responses. However, I do not believe that their workplace similarities contributed to any 

misleading data points.  

Despite the range of knowledge and workplaces represented among the 

participants, the study reported limitations to participant diversity. My sampling methods 

attempted to reach a wide pool of candidates. The government forum was one way that I 

sought to reach people of different backgrounds, experiences, and technical 

communication journeys. Although I assumed that a large forum list for recruitment 

would connect me with multiple groups of people, there was still a gap in participant 

reach. I distributed a participant closeout survey to my 12 interviewees that accounted for 
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gender, age, and race. There was a large disparity represented in the groups. Despite my 

original assumptions about the government workforce, I began researching government 

diversity statistics. In July 2020, a public service article reported that although the federal 

government advocates for a diverse workforce, the numbers show an interesting picture 

of the reality (Figure 1). 

 
 

Figure 1 Federal Government Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Graph 
 
 
 
This graph does not offer a full picture of the problem, but it provides a look into 

the issues that may have affected this research. The participants I interviewed all had 

many years of experience. Typically, in the federal government, experience correlates to 

a person’s GS level. If most participants that I interviewed fell within the range of a GS-
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10 to GS-15, there was a less possibility that I was reaching a diverse population of 

participants. Looking at Figure 1, if I was only connecting to editors that fell within the 

GS 10-15 range, my recruitment methods were unable to reach a diverse population.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: EDITORS’ WORKPLACE PERSPECTIVES: CREATING 
EDITORIAL POWER  

This chapter outlines and discusses the major themes that emerged within the 

research. As seen within the literature review, technical communicators are often left to 

defend and assert their roles in the workplace. Despite the field’s attempts to redefine its 

professionals’ roles to adapt to evolving communication landscapes, there are still 

misconceptions about editors’ expertise. Literature provides few answers for how editors 

can counteract these issues. This study attempted to recognize how editors create power 

and overcome workplace misconceptions while performing their roles.  

The research questions in this study addressed how editors combat power-based 

issues while still successfully performing their job functions. Within the interviews, the 

editors discussed different workplace scenarios and how their expertise was ignored or 

valued in the workplace. The following sections identify the patterns and connections 

discovered during the coding process. The interviews revealed the participants’ 

complicated workplace personas and environments. To begin, the following section 

explores the participants’ stories that describe instances of workplace disempowerment. 

Workplace disempowerment is used to refer to instances where the participants depicted 

moments where their expertise, editorial power, and authority were overruled, 

challenged, or ignored. These instances included factors such as poor document 

processes, lack of product ownership, and rejection of editorial expertise. The participants 

also revealed that their editorial power is suppressed by various workplace structures. 
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The editors were acutely aware of these instances of disempowerment, but 

oftentimes did not know how to change their situation or had previously tried to enact 

change and were ignored. The second section discusses the power-creation strategies that 

were identified during the content analysis of the transcripts. The analysis revealed that 

the participants implemented strategies to counter disempowerment, such as building 

trust with the SMEs, creating meaningful relationships, and asserting their expertise in 

the communication process. The analysis also revealed that editors described similar 

stories related to their attempts to create editorial power. Additionally, many of the 

editors saw these power-assertion techniques as essential to their editing positions, as 

well as necessary for their job functions.  

Overall, the study’s findings revealed that editors still deal with disempowerment 

and misconceptions about their expertise and knowledge in the workplace, but editors 

have attempted to adapt to these challenges. The participants provided a view into the 

current workplaces of TPC professionals. Their stories illuminated the differences and 

similarities between editors’ roles in several workspaces. As outlined in Table 1, the 

participants came from different educational backgrounds, but all work as editors in their 

fields. Each participant had a unique story to accompany their technical communication 

journey. Regardless of their education, workplace, or position, similar stories emerged 

around their editorial power. The participants’ stories reflected elements of the literature 

review where scholars promoted value assertion, teamwork, and articulation roles as 

ways to create and assert editorial power. However, the editors in this study did not rely 

on an individual strategy. Instead, they used a combination of their soft skills and 
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editorial expertise to insert themselves into the communication process wherever they 

could. The participants were aware of the disempowerment they faced. Some of the 

editors revealed that their reviews were ultimately left to the whims of the SMEs they 

worked with. Regardless of the relationships they created or how they explained their 

expertise, SMEs were still in control of the final product. Importantly, the editors in this 

study actively attempted relevant solutions that have been promoted in literature, but the 

power-assertion tactics still did not provide them fully recognized power or respect in the 

workplace. 

Workplace Disempowerment  

Workplace Document Processes  

 A dominant theme of disempowerment that was discussed by the participants was 

poor document processes in the workplace. Nine out of the 12 participants discussed how 

poor document management hindered their editorial power. Particularly, the participants 

explained that their roles were not incorporated early enough in the writing stages of a 

document to influence the message. They described their roles as the “last stop” before 

publication. This meant that the editors were still a part of the document process but that 

their roles were viewed as the finish line rather than an integrated, necessary step. This 

position prevented them from effectively influencing the document’s message.  

Out of all the participants, only Participant 2 described their organization’s 

structure as effective. Participant 2 works as a technical editor and writer for a 

government contractor. The workplace processes they described were very different than 

the typical finish-line positions the other editors held. Instead, Participant 2’s workplace 
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created a process that involves “live editing” sessions at the onset of a project. During 

these sessions, the editors and SMEs work collaboratively in the same room to create a 

document. This experience was unique to Participant 2 and was not seen within the other 

interviews. Participant 2 clarified that these sessions were a selling point to their contract 

customers because of the positive effects the sessions have on the documents. Participant 

2 also talked about how this process helped the editors and the SMEs coordinate their 

expertise and work together at the start of the document, rather than at the end.  

In contrast, the other participants labeled their office processes as ineffective to 

their editorial roles. Participant 4 works on a management supervisory team for their 

workplaces’ editor division. Notably, this was a unique role among the other editor 

positions that were interviewed. Participant 4 described their role as the editing SME for 

their office. Participant 4 defined their workplace processes as, “SMEs tend to view the 

finish line of when they're done with their product, as when they send it to the editors for 

production.” The editor pointed out that this finish-line perspective creates tension 

between editors and SMEs. The SMEs were less inclined to incorporate the editor’s 

changes if they believed that the document was already finished. 

Structural problems were seen throughout many interviews. Oftentimes poor 

processes resulted in products having major textual issues before the editor’s review. 

Because the editors were removed from the initial writing stage, they were unable to 

assert their expertise during the document’s early development. This situation often 

created bigger issues within the document that had to be dealt with at the end of the 

process, where it was less likely to be addressed. Additionally, participants talked about 
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how poor processes limited their time with the products. SMEs expected documents to be 

quickly returned. However, the editors have responsibilities to both the SME and the 

audience when reviewing a document. The editors’ reviews required time that was not 

factored into the SMEs’ timelines. 

This experience was summarized by Participant 6, who has worked as a senior 

technical writer for 8 years. Participant 6 talked about the pushback and pressure they 

experience from SMEs who want documents reviewed quickly.  

[It] gets me into trouble sometimes because I know the potential of a document. I 

know how good a document can be and I want to get it to that level. But not 

everybody on my team agrees with that. Their concern is mostly around 

timeliness and getting things out as quick as possible.  

This story represents an issue discussed in many of the interviews. When the editors were 

excluded from the process until the very end, their ability to affect the message was 

inhibited. Furthermore, this exclusion created a gap between the editors and SMEs. SMEs 

no longer viewed the editors as a part of the process. Document processes play an 

important role in an editor’s job. Collectively, the participants’ statements reflected the 

need for their roles to be viewed as a necessary part of the process.  

Lack of Product Ownership 

Another common theme of disempowerment was lack of control over the final 

product. The editors talked about how after they submit their reviews, they “almost never 

do get it [the document] back” and “we do not have any control over the final published 

report.” When the editors were removed from the final review, they were unable to 
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ensure that their changes made it into the finished document. Participant 3 talked about 

how exclusion from the final review has created a system where SMEs will skip the 

editors altogether. Participant 3 has worked as an editor for more than 10 years. 

Particularly, this editor has worked for both private and public sectors. Because of their 

background in different fields, Participant 3 believed editorial power is often reflective of 

their work environment.  

When Participant 3 previously worked for a private publishing company, they 

described their role as highly respected. The authors that Participant 3 worked with 

valued their review and feedback. However, in their current role in the federal 

government, Participant 3 has had the opposite experience when providing document 

reviews. Participant 3 described how their position is frequently skipped in the process 

and edits are ignored. Participant 3 stated, “unfortunately once it's [the product] already 

near the final stages, it's already been laid out. So, then a lot of times SMEs can just 

bypass the editors and just go straight to the graphics person who did the layout, so the 

editors aren't even aware that changes are even being made [to the final].” Participant 3 

relayed how this exclusion typically results in errors in the published product.  

Other editors also acknowledged that their lack of product ownership was a 

hinderance to their editorial power. Participants identified the SMEs as the final product 

controllers: “they [SME] have the overall say in the final document,” “they are the final 

approvers,” and “they essentially have the final approval.” The participants described 

how during their reviews they often change wording or sentence structure to create a 

clear message for the reader. But when the editors were not a part of the final review, 
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they were unable to catch any last-minute issues. This lack of final authority resulted in 

editors having to defend their initial edits, which may have been ignored, if errors were 

sent in the final product to the customer. The editors expressed how if they were a valued 

part of the process, SMEs would see that collaboration as necessary step and not optional. 

Rejection of Expertise  

Lastly, the participants described how their editorial expertise is often challenged. 

As described by 11 of the 12 participants, SMEs are not required to take their edits. This 

was a consistent issue among the editors. SMEs could ignore their work. Moreover, the 

participants reported that SMEs could overturn their edits without reason. This ability to 

reject knowledge was a huge hinderance to the editors’ editorial power. SMEs were able 

to choose whether they wanted to keep or deny an editor’s change, regardless of if the 

change was needed for document clarity. Because the SMEs did not see the editors’ roles 

as necessary, they also equated editors’ changes to being unnecessary. 

The participants also discussed how their expertise is typically not well received. 

SMEs often misinterpreted the editors’ reviews as criticism. As discussed in the literature 

review, these prolonged misconceptions about editors’ roles continue to harm editorial 

power. This misunderstanding also stems from SMEs not recognizing editors’ expertise 

as necessary to documents. Instead, the participants described that SMEs view the editing 

relationship as them verse us dynamic. SMEs would reject editors’ changes because they 

did not understand the edit. The editors discussed that they countered SME rejections by 

explaining their changes. Participant 3 described: 
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I try to help them understand why I'm doing it [the edits], that I'm not just saying it 

just to simply change things just for the sake of changing it, but I'm changing it 

because here's what I thought it said, or here's how it's written, or the sentence 

structure is kind of showing this like that. I try to show things instead of…Or I try 

to explain why I'm doing a change. If it's a big change, I tried to explain why. Why 

am I changing the sentence, or why did I take that out? 

This task of clarifying expertise was seen across nine interviews. Although editors saw 

themselves as the SMEs in editing and writing, their colleagues did not. Editors have a 

different SME expertise, but not a lesser expertise. Participant 3 also stated, “I find that if 

you explain things, your changes, instead of randomly just rewriting half of the paper, 

then it seems to go over a little bit better.” This was another consistent theme: editorial 

expertise required an explanation, but SME knowledge did not. Participant 4 described 

SME expertise verse editor expertise as, “there is still a level of you (SME) are the expert 

and I'm gonna listen to you because you're the expert. And even though the editors are the 

experts in communication, and in analytic and visual conveyance, we often do not get 

listened to by the SMEs, and so that is supremely frustrating and it's really hard not to 

take it personally.” 

How Editors Create Power in the Workplace 

During the interviews, participants discussed how they combatted structures of 

disempowerment. However, the editors employed various workplace tactics to help them 

successfully perform the basics of their jobs. The participants discussed these tactics as 
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ways to create their own editorial power in workplaces that did not explicitly provide 

power to them. 

Trust to Establish Power 

A consistent theme discussed around asserting editorial power was creating good 

working relationships with SMEs. Nine out of the 12 participants specifically mentioned 

trust as a necessary part of their relationships with SMEs. Particularly, participants 

described these relationships as essential to their job performance. The editors reported 

that SMEs were more likely to listen and collaborate on a document if trust was first 

established. Participant 1 described the benefits of this trusted relationship as: 

If you have a good relationship with a SME a lot of times, they already have a 

trust in you. You're not trying to earn it, and they realize that it's not a critique of 

what their work is, but you are actually making it better and they already know 

that, so you don't have to convince them, “Hey, I'm really not trying to say your 

writing sucks it, but we want to make the best product that we can.” 

Participant 1 has worked as an editor for the same government agency for about 

10 years. Throughout their interview, the editor explained how they believed trust was 

directly correlated to their editorial power. Participant 1 described how they build trust 

over time: “Familiarity with SMEs creates relationships where people actually seek you 

out and want your help.” Many of the editors described creating trust as a way to gain 

editorial power. Once trust was established, the editors were viewed as part of the team 

and were sometimes included sooner in the document process. However, Participant 1 
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pointedly mentioned that SME-editor relationships are not always amicable, regardless of 

the effort put forth; some people just do not get along.  

Many participants expressed how it was their responsibility to create trust since 

the SMEs held the power to deny or ignore their edits. One editor described this 

relationship-building tactic as part of their job duties: “What I see is my job at that point 

is like, ‘hey, let's build a rapport so that by the time your work comes to me, you have a 

familiar face or at least a familiar name,’ and there's a level of trust building.” 

Additionally, Participant 4, who was introduced previously as a managerial-ranking 

editor, said that they encourage editors to create these relationships. Participant 4 stated 

that they advise the editors to “give a phone call when they first pick up the job and 

introduce themselves.” This statement affirmed that not only do editors see these 

relationships as necessary to their roles, but that their jobs depend on their ability to 

create trust. Furthermore, some participants described high levels of trust with SMEs as a 

marker of their success as an editor. If they were able to establish trust, this dynamic 

supported the editors’ goals. The editors described how editing then became a collective 

effort instead of a dueling battle of right or wrong. 

Concern for SMEs’ Feelings 

Another key theme was the editors concern for the SMEs’ egos. The participants 

stated that creating power through relationships is a balancing act. Participant 8 described 

this balance as, “it becomes an issue of like do I hold back to keep the relationship sound, 

or do I just go for it and hope that they just hit accept all?” Throughout their interview, 

Participant 8 disclosed that their technical communication career has involved working in 
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various TPC roles for both private and government agencies. Participant 8 talked about 

the difficulties they experienced when they first began to build relationships with their 

colleagues. The editor recounted a story about working on a project that was in bad 

shape. Participant 8 emphasized that they called the SME on the phone to discuss the 

product instead of emailing a thoroughly redlined document. The editor said that talking 

through the document helped humanize the process for both parties. Once that initial 

connection was established, the SME saw Participant 8 as more than just a critic but an 

actual team member. Participant 8 said that after the two spoke on the phone, the 

relationship that was created helped each understand the other’s point of view. Together, 

they were able to establish a common ground and work to finalize a clear product. 

Other participants had similar opinions about needing to shield SMEs’ feelings 

from their edits. Participants recalled how they typically combine praise within their 

reviews. This showcased the larger impact and role that SME-editor relationships play 

within editors’ jobs. Participant 2 described the relationship dynamics as, “a lot of the 

time this [editorial feedback] happens in person, which makes it a little bit of an 

interpersonal diplomacy puzzle, and what approach I take depends on the person that I'm 

talking to and my experience with how well certain approaches go over with them.” 

Participant 2 previously described their initial document processes as positive and their 

role well incorporated in SME reviews, but the editor still dealt with the issue of SME 

egos. This situation highlights that even editors who work within perceived ‘good 

workplace structures’ have to be mindful of how they present their feedback. 
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Although teamwork and respect are key pillars in any workplace environment, 

these stories revealed the significance of SME-editor relationships in relation to editorial 

power. The editors acknowledged the benefit of being consulted throughout the document 

process. They described how trust correlated to SMEs returning to them to discuss their 

expertise. If the SME had a question about a writing topic or how to word a certain 

sentence, the SME was more likely to ask an editor their opinion if trust was already 

established. This collaborative dialogue returned power back to the editor as they became 

part of the articulation and creation of the message.  

Participant 7 stated, “so I personally have taken pride in that I have had a really 

good track record of building more rapport with SMEs where I have had SMEs come 

back to me for second and third edits of their report prior to it being published.” In this 

example, the SME-editor relationships directly affected the editor’s ability to assert their 

power within a document’s message. Notably, this concern for feelings was not extended 

back to the editors. As described by the participants, SMEs felt empowered to ignore, 

refuse, or reject their edits without explanation. Many of the participants discussed not 

taking rejections to their work personally. In these situations, editors still performed their 

roles even if SMEs ignored their expertise.  

SMEs and Editors as One Team  

Another prominent theme was how mutual respect and teamwork lacked within 

editors’ experiences with SMEs. The editors discussed how it was important to 

emphasize that both SMEs and editors work for one organization and one will. Mutual 

collaboration helped to create better products. But this partnership was oftentimes lost in 
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procedures, policies, and workplace politics. When both parties were not battling for 

power, great products were accomplished. Participant 3 stated,  

It's almost like I'm not seen as a member of the team and kind of seen as some, as 

just another person down the line. Like someone who is reviewing or critiquing 

what they're [the SME] is doing, instead of a part, someone who's working to try 

to make a product good. […] I wish that they could see us as instrumental in the 

writing process in the sense that we can help make a document better. We can. 

We can do it. We can show them little things to make their writing stronger, 

clearer, that will make the overall document better.  

A product’s audience should be the focus of the SME and editor to create a clear 

document for any reader. These aspects are often lost when teams cannot work 

cohesively and there is infighting among members. SMEs need to see editors as on the 

same team. During the interviews, when asked about what makes the editors’ job 

difficult, one participant frankly stated, “people make editing hard.” This statement was 

said with a laugh, but the underlying message was sincere. When SMEs do not trust 

editors to help them create the best possible product, important communication is lost, 

and documents suffer. The editor noted that their job becomes complicated when people 

refuse to work collaboratively or listen to the editors’ expertise. However, a mutual 

respect allows both sides to discuss edits and rewrites. This collaboration then helps to 

restore power to editors. 
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Explaining Editorial Expertise   

SMEs can have trouble distinguishing between an edit altering meaning verse a 

substantive edit that improves the message of a document. When the editors explained 

why they were making a certain edit, it helped show the SME that the message’s meaning 

was not being changed but improved. The participants acknowledged that they were 

routinely required to take this extra step. There was a lingering question from the 

participants of why not just listen to the editor? SMEs felt empowered to ignore editors’ 

knowledge. One participant recognized this inequality and said, “it's kind of like a two-

way street, right? Like we promised a certain level of quality and we have to live up to 

that, but from the author [SME] side of it...they should…Really, I mean they should 

just...Not like…don't fight the edits.”  

Other participants also described how SMEs still ignored, changed, or argued 

basic copyediting changes. Participant 10 discussed their annoyance saying, “it's 

frustrating. It's especially frustrating when it comes to things that we know, the 

copyediting, and they shouldn't be able to override us with that. But they do.” Similarly, 

Participant 4 said, “if it's something that's not in your lane of the road, you should just 

take what the other person says. If an editor tells you to put a comma somewhere, there's 

no rejecting them. You know what I mean? Just follow what the editor says. It's possible 

that the editor got it wrong, but you should just follow what the editor says, because that's 

their lane in the road.”  
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Editorial Power as Articulators  

The participants outlined their responsibilities as more than just transmitters or 

translators in the communication process. The editors described their roles as articulators 

who make substantive document edits and rewrites to support messaging goals. They 

explained that their roles involved understanding the author’s message and then helping 

shape it to fit the audience’s needs. One participant stated, “We don't change the 

meaning. You know, you don't want to change the meaning, but you there are times 

where the logic doesn't make sense and so you are making substantive edits.” Because 

SMEs are not language experts, they sometimes choose the wrong discourse to represent 

a message. Participants described how SMEs would state one thing, but their language 

would be contradictory throughout the document. One editor summarized this as: 

I wish people would do right and view editors as writers too, as I'm part of the 

writing process. There's a tendency to just see us as the people who just fix the 

comma here or just or just fix the misspelled word and it…there's a reason why a 

misplaced comma might be bad, because it might lead you to misread the 

sentence that it's not just a matter of just fixing a comma. That a lot of it is about 

sentence structure and making your purpose is clear. 

Editors are not changing the document’s message but are developing the document’s 

main ideas into clear statements for all readers. The editors described their concern for 

the message and portraying a message accurately. SMEs typically know their subjects 

well, but they can still misrepresent those ideas with poor word choices.  
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During the document process, there are two SMEs collaborating: the topic SMEs 

and the editor SMEs. Oftentimes editors are not seen as a SME; however, editors are 

SMEs of writing and communication, and deserve the same respect. When discussing 

their expertise, 9 out of 12 participants discussed their responsibility to the audience. One 

participant stated, “a good product is something that the audience or the reader is able to 

pick up and is able to read through it and is able to get the information that they need 

quickly and coherently, and they can just move on and make their decision, and this will 

move on with their day.” Editors use their expertise to shape clear messages and relay 

them to an audience. The editors described their editorial power as affecting document 

messages without pushback. Their work consisted of more than just basic grammar 

changes but significant, substantive edits to document messages for the betterment of the 

audience.  

By providing information clearly, the editors were creating power through their 

expertise of language. Many of the editors explained how they use their expertise to 

assert themselves as articulators verse the translators or transmitters of messages. This 

distinction is necessary to classify the differences between an editor proofreading in 

contrast to an editor actively working to make the message clear for the reader. The 

editors revealed detailed, multilevel reviews when describing their personal document 

review processes. One editor outlined, “I am reading for comprehension […] Does the 

bottom-line message convey the same message? Does the evidence presented support that 

message? Is there evidence presented that isn't in that message? Why is it included if it's 
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included for a good reason? Is it really? A second message, is it part of the first message? 

Is it actually the more important message?”  

The editing skills described by the participants involved more than just spell 

checking or fixing commas. The editors used their expertise to provide curated reviews 

for a specific, important audience. Although the editors worked to create clear and 

informative documentation, their editorial power was often hindered by structural design, 

document ownership, and processes. If the participants’ organization did not supply them 

with power, they were responsible for creating it themselves. However, the editors’ 

power-assertion attempts failed to fully provide them with true lasting editorial power 

without having to first bargain with colleagues to see the value and need for their 

expertise.  

Conclusion: Further Knowledge is Needed to Provide Editors Solutions to Their 

Lack of Editorial Power  

This study examined current editors and their workplace practices to understand 

how they define and create editorial power in their roles. The interviews provided a 

window into the participants’ worlds of editorial power, and lack of power. The findings 

further showed that editors still deal with the false workplace assumptions about their 

roles. The participants’ colleagues often saw the editors’ jobs as auxiliary positions that 

did not add any real value to the document process. The interviews showed that 

misconceptions about editors’ roles and expertise continues to harm current professional 

editors. For example, the participants delt with colleagues who did not understand their 

expertise and believed their edits were not necessary for clear communication. This 
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resulted in the editors having to convince their colleagues of their expertise and value. 

Most of the editors in this study were not afforded editorial power by their organizations. 

The participants described tactics they utilized to create power, which included 

establishing good workplace relationships, building trust, and explaining their expertise. 

On the surface, these methods did not appear to help the editors attain any real power. 

However, these motions were described in the interviews as inevitable and necessary to 

the editors’ job performances.  

The participants could not escape their coworkers’ ignorance about their roles. 

Instead, the editors deployed various tactics to influence change. Their strategies 

reflected the main tenants of the power-creation tactics that were discussed in the 

literature review. When editorial power was addressed within the literature, the solutions 

rarely gave straight-forward answers for current professionals. However, the editors 

attempted to create patchwork solutions that resemble a combination of the value-

asserting tactics and defending their roles within the communication process. Chapter 5 

further explores these themes and patterns that were identified in the participants’ 

interviews to address and create editorial power. In the following sections, the editors’ 

strategies for creating editorial power are examined to understand the impact these extra 

steps made on their roles. 
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CHAPTER 5: EDITORIAL POWER IN THE WORKPLACE 

The interviews highlighted the complicated workplace situations that editors must 

navigate. The participants’ stories revealed that editorial power is not necessarily a 

tangible object that can be awarded or achieved with right degrees, titles, or experiences. 

Although titles and ranks may play a role in some organizations’ structures, the editors in 

this study mainly attempted to attain power through workplace relationships and asserting 

editorial expertise. But as seen within the interviews, their efforts did not always work. 

Regardless of the participants’ attempts, SMEs often saw editors’ document changes as 

unnecessary or a waste of time. The editors’ colleagues did not understand the rhetorical 

thought processes behind their revisions or why the editors’ reviews were necessary. 

Although the participants saw their roles as vital to the communication process, 

convincing their colleagues was a difficult process.  

The following sections further analyze the findings from the interviews. The 

editors in this study characterized editorial power as their roles being accepted as an 

integral part of their workplaces’ communication processes. However, this acceptance 

was not automatic. Participants utilized different tactics to gain inclusion into the 

document processes. The editors took extra steps to ensure SMEs understood that their 

roles and reviews were important to clear communication. The interviews revealed that 

current workplaces still do not truly understand the value and expertise that editors 

provide. 
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Editorial Power in Current Workplaces 

This study sought to understand what editorial power looks like in workplaces and 

how editors attain editorial power. Most of the participants were not afforded editorial 

power by their organizations. The themes described in Chapter 4 discussed the 

participants’ approaches to attaining editorial power. These themes included creating 

good workplace relationships, building trust, and explaining their expertise. On the 

surface, these methods did not appear to help the editors attain any real power. However, 

similar tactics to assert workplace value have been promoted throughout TPC literature 

for years. The literature review examined how technical communicators’ unique skill sets 

have adapted to changing communication needs. But scholarship fails to recognize how 

editors can overcome prevailing misconceptions about their roles, and how the current 

editors can permanently establish their value in the workplace.  

Reflecting on the literature review, Moore questions the power-assertion tactics 

promoted in literature and the tactics’ reliability in the workplace. These value-assertion 

approaches as a mean to editorial power requires editors having to constantly show and 

reenforce their value, every day, often without much reward. From the participants’ 

stories, even when they took extra measures to show their value and create relationships 

with SMEs, their expertise was still ignored, overruled, or dismissed. On the other hand, 

when these value-asserting tactics worked, the editors had already put in extra time and 

effort just to do the basic of their jobs. The literature did not provide explicit guidance for 

how editors can create lasting editorial power in the workplace. Instead, most power-
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asserting tactics rely on the editors’ abilities to insert themselves into the process and 

build their own trust with colleagues every time they reviewed a document. 

Notably, the literature did not address how editors should handle SMEs who can 

explicitly deny or reject their edits. In Lutz’s article, the author-technical communicator 

relationship is stressed as a source of value and power for editors. Editors were valuable 

because of their abilities to create these relationships and influence change. However, the 

interviews revealed a surprising similarity among the participants’ workplaces: SMEs 

held the power to accept or deny the editors’ reviews. Further, some editors’ workplaces 

did not require the SMEs to submit their documents for editor review. These situations 

presented significant issues to editorial power. No matter what role the editor played in 

the communication process, the SMEs still held the power to ignore or skip the editors’ 

positions.  

Additionally, the editors discussed how their low rank in workplace structures 

effected their ability to successfully enact document changes. This concept is seen in 

Lanier’s article, as the author points out that editors’ positions in organizations’ structures 

can support or harm editorial power (471). The participants’ place in their workplace 

structures correlated with whether they were excluded or included in the document 

process. Lanier asserts that structural changes could help shape editors’ authority, and the 

editors from this study were slowly working to change their workplace structure by 

inserting themselves and their value into the document process (478). The editors did not 

just want to be incorporated into the communication process, but they needed to be 

incorporated into the process to successfully do their jobs. The editors were often just 
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bargaining for a seat at the table by appealing to the SMEs, who held the power to accept 

or deny their expertise. The participants’ appeals to SMEs were attempts to change 

workplace structures by persuading SMEs to use their editorial expertise during the 

writing process.  

What is Editorial Power? 

From the interviews, the participants did not rely on one particular theory to 

create editorial power. For instance, Slack, Miller, and Doak discuss how power can be 

achieved when editors harness their roles as articulators. Other scholars have levied 

power as editors’ ability to promote their value within the workplace along with their 

expertise. But the editors from this study did not rely on one method. Instead, they 

described attaining editorial power through a combination of their soft skills and 

expertise.  

Editorial Power: Audience Advocates 

As seen in the interviews, when the editors created productive relationships and 

open communication with SMEs, they learned important information about the 

document’s purposes and needs. The participants relied on this information to enhance 

their edits and support the product’s overall usefulness for the reader. Their changes were 

made with for the betterment of the audience. The editors characterized their 

responsibilities to create good documentation for the reader as a major focal point of their 

editorial duties. The participants’ stories described performing document reviews for 

audiences that needed specific, important information. They worked in fast-paced 

environments and had to ensure that readers could easily understand the document’s 
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purpose without misunderstanding the message. This concept of audience focus as a 

component of editorial power is reflected in user-centered design principals studied by 

TPC professionals. 

In “Human-Centered Design and the Field of Technical Communication,” Mark 

Zachry and Jan Spyridakis discuss how human-center design and user-centered design 

principals support the importance of technical communicators understanding their 

audiences and advocating for audience needs. As seen within the interviews, the 

participants have a unique responsibility to both SMEs and the audience. Zachry and 

Spyridakis discuss on how early work in user-centered design, “articulated the value of 

approaching design work from a people-focused perspective on the uses and implications 

of objects introduced to society” (393). Further, the authors advocate for human-centered 

design, which involves collaboration between technical communicators and users 

throughout the design process. Zachry and Spyridakis’ article focuses on William 

Rouse’s definitions of user- and human-centered design, which are defined in Rouse’s 

book, People and Organizations: Explorations of Human-Centered Design, as: 

Human-centered design is a process of assuring that the concerns, values, and 

perceptions of all stakeholders in a design effort are considered and balanced. […] 

The user is a very important stakeholder in design, often the primary stakeholder. 

However, the success of a product or service is usually strongly influenced by 

other players in the process of design, development, fielding, and ongoing use of 

products and services. Human-centered design is concerned with the full range of 

stakeholders. (Rouse 5) 
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The participants describe how they needed to provide a clear message for the reader to 

make timely decisions. The editors in this study worked with policymakers, 

congressional members, government officials, and the public. When the participants 

described their duties of reviewing documents with an audience-focus, or as an audience 

advocate, their reviews took on new meaning. Their edits needed to support the action-

ready environments that they work in. The editors’ extensive knowledge and application 

of editorial expertise supported their ability to make appropriate decisions on word 

choice, phrases, and overall content changes to ensure the audience understood the 

documents’ message. 

Empowerment for Future Editors 

Editors must understand that their jobs are not easy and do not just involve the 

deployment of editorial skill, but rather require the ability to work with SMEs to create 

documents that serve the audience. Editors must be prepared to fight for their changes 

and spend time doing tasks that are seemingly unrelated to achieve successful 

documentation. Building trust with SMEs, creating amicable workplace relationships, and 

providing conscious feedback are all necessary components to an editor’s role. The 

editors in this study performed tasks to support and create documentation with an 

audience-centered focus.  

Further knowledge is needed to support editors and their expertise in the 

workplace. An ideal solution to creating editorial power would be for other fields to 

instantly recognize and value editors’ positive workplace impact. Unfortunately, an 

instant mindset change is unlikely. Change will arise from current editors continuing to 
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advocate and define their expertise in the workplace. Editors must continue to perform 

their roles with expertise, precision, and compassion. But they must also become vocal 

advocates from within their positions, regardless of the pushback. Over the years, editors’ 

value has acted as workplace currency with value being exchanged for fleeting moments 

of power. Editors need to continue to show their value while simultaneously working 

towards greater and enduring workplace respect. Based off the interview findings, editors 

are already pursuing ways to attain sustainable editorial power, but their extra work did 

not always change their workplace situations. The following paragraphs discuss three 

ways that editors can work to implement lasting changes in the workplace.    

1. Changing the Structure 

A main source of contention experienced by the editors were problems with their 

workplace structures and document processes. SMEs did not respect the editors’ roles 

and often saw the editors’ duties as a speedbump before publication. But editors play an 

important role in creating documentation for a specific audience. By involving editors in 

the beginning writing stages, the editors can use their communication expertise to inform 

and guide writers through their document goals. This concept further reflects the 

necessity of user-centered design in workplace documentation. In “Beautiful Users: 

Designing for People,” Ellen Lupton states: “Amid such competing motivations, 

organizing the design process around users is a vital vein of contemporary practice. 

Compelled by this powerful ethical outlook, user-centered design strives to enhance the 

lives of stakeholders and to discover surprising solutions. Searching for unmet human 
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wants and needs opens up the outcomes of the design process to include experiences, 

systems, and services as well as physical things” (21).  

Editors must continue to advocate for a more incorporated role in the document 

process to ensure proper support for the audience. For instance, an editor can argue that 

there needs to be a reviewer at the drafting stages of the document process, as well as a 

quality control (QC) role at the end. By incorporating an editor’s role sooner in the 

document process, a natural relationship can occur between the SME and editor. Editors 

would no longer have to go out of their way to create this relationship. Instead, their 

energy and time could be placed into creating effective documents. Secondly, a QC role 

is necessary for the end of the document process. This position would help solve the 

editors’ issues of not seeing documents after their initial review. Creating a QC role 

would allow editors to have one final look before publication to catch any last-minute 

issues. This position would also support error-free documents, as well as more timely 

documents for organizations.  

2. Editor Mission Statement 

A second solution is that editors need to promote their expertise and create their 

own mission statement for their offices. The mission statement serves a dual purpose: 1) 

it creates a focused goal and mission for the editors to adhere to with each project, and 2) 

it reenforces to colleagues that the editors’ main purposes and duties are to benefit the 

organization and reader. Editors need their own mission statements in addition to the 

organization’s mission. The editorial mission statement should coordinate the with the 

organization’s but still allow for the editors to create boundaries and expectations for 
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their work. By establishing a mission statement, editors create a combined effort to keep 

focused on their goals and the organizations’ mission. 

3. Preparing Future Professionals 

Lastly, TPC programs need to prepare students for the challenges they will 

ultimately face in the workplace. Programs can take steps to ensure that students are 

aware of workplace challenges that are unique to TPC professionals. Additionally, 

programs can discuss ways to counter workplace disempowerment situations that 

students may encounter within their careers. Reflecting on the participants’ responses to 

the interview question of “what advice do you have for a new editor,” many participants 

responded that they would recommend editors understand that their jobs are reliant on 

their ability to work well with others. TPC professionals are oftentimes caught off guard 

when dealing with workplace disempowerment for the first time. But by preparing 

students for these possibilities, they can be empowered to deal with these situations. 

Information is powerful and armed with the right knowledge, TPC professionals can 

successfully navigate workplace issues. Students need to understand that soft power skills 

are an important aspect of being an editor.  

Final Reflection 

The findings in this study revealed the complicated work settings that editors must 

navigate and successfully perform in. Further, the findings addressed the main research 

questions of the study: how do editors establish editorial power within the workplace, and 

how is editorial power described and understood? Throughout the interviews, the editors 

revealed their tactics for establishing editorial power in instances where power was not 
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automatically granted to them. Effectively establishing editorial power was necessary for 

the editors to successfully assert themselves as the writing/editing SMEs. Building trust, 

creating positive work relationships, and defining expertise were all vital elements that 

the editors used to create editorial power. The editors understood that their power was 

rooted in their abilities to serve the documents’ audiences. The participants worked in 

fast-paced environments that required accurate reviews that clearly depicted the purpose 

and message of each document. For the editors, their capability to get their reviews 

inserted into the process and edits included into the final document, was their focus and 

priority.  

The interviews also showed that SMEs still have biases about the editors’ roles. 

The participants all discussed how their edits were not criticism of the SMEs’ writing. 

Rather, they explained that their reviews served to support document messages and create 

clear communication for the document readers. The editors often reiterated to the SMEs 

that they were on the same team, with the same purpose. However, the SMEs were in 

control to accept or reject the editors’ edits. This dynamic created a negative relationship 

between the two parties. Although the editors promoted their equality and partnership, the 

SMEs were still retaining final control over the product. This unequal partnership 

resulted in the editors’ bargaining to be seen as an integral part of the document process. 

The final chapter of this thesis reflects on the knowledge learned and discusses a way 

forward for TPC professionals. 
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CHAPTER 6: MOVING FORWARD 

This project started as a personal journey to understand how editors create power 

in the workplace. However, throughout these past months, the research revealed that I 

was not alone in my questions. Other editors also wanted answers to editorial power. My 

participants each had a story of workplace disempowerment. They too felt a disconnect 

between their work and their colleagues. Throughout the course of this research, the 

findings contributed to the conversation of editor empowerment. At the onset of the 

project, I assumed that my workplace issues stemmed from a lack of knowledge or 

experience of an establish editor. But this study revealed that editors from every 

experience level and academic background dealt with workplace disempowerment.  

The themes discussed in Chapter 4 and 5 are likely familiar to many technical 

communicators. TPC is a field composed of a variety of technical communicators with 

abilities and skill sets to match. Editors remain a large category within TPC, but editors’ 

reputations, roles, and workplace power remain harmed due to historical misconceptions 

about their roles. There is a gap in knowledge to help editors continue to evolve and grow 

as a profession while securing workplace respect. The findings revealed that editors still 

deal with workplace misconceptions and must assume the role of defender for their 

expertise. The participants’ actions reflected the value-assertion tactics promoted in 

scholarly articles; however, these tactics did not always supply editors with power. 

Moreover, these tactics relied on the editors going the extra steps and pursuing additional 

roles on top of their editing responsibilities.   
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Although the interviews explored the negative aspects of an editors’ role, the 

editors also discussed how they have learned to achieve editorial power in asserting their 

knowledge as advocates for the audience. Previous scholarship has highlighted the need 

to address editors’ power, but few scholars have created actionable, successful plans for 

editors to replicate. Future research should continue to develop on the question of how 

editors create editorial power, and how all technical communicators can progress towards 

inherit workplace power. Without answers to these important questions, editors will 

continue to remain at a disadvantage.   
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