
Write to read breadth first, not depth first
Tony Roberts∗

Technical writing is not like writing a detective novel: in your introduction, as
well as describing the background, tell your reader upfront in plain language
your conclusions.

We discuss how to structure the information over a technical document. The fal-
lacy to dispense with is that humans relate to a logical progression: this is false. A
progressive logical development, putting in place ‘brick by brick’ your arguments,
to a triumphant finale is wasted on most readers. Instead, recognise that readers
have varying levels of interest and technical knowledge, thus we should present in-
formation in a sequence of increasing technical difficulty. Humans are more likely
to keep reading when they feel they are learning something useful, thus present
useful information early. To effectively communicate you must write to be read
‘breadth first’, not read ‘depth first’.

Simple level

Very technical level

Figure 1. Simplistic schematic diagram of the tree of knowledge in your docu-
ment. Each major topic you want to discuss is represented by a differently format-
ted branch, for example: black may be the background; grey, the development of
an algorithm; dashed, the performance analysis; and dotted, some examples. The
statements you may make will be at different levels of technicality using different
amounts of jargon: put the simple easily understood statements higher in the tree;
and the very technical statements redolent with jargon deep in the tree.

Consider the knowledge you wish to communicate in the schematic tree structure
of Figure 1: technical statements are deep down in the tree; simple statements you
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may make are higher in the tree. Place a sort of ordering on the tree by having
prerequisite knowledge to the left. This is a simplistic model of the knowledge
you wish to write about, but I believe adequate in many cases. Now, many people
write in a depth first fashion: they set themselves the task to write about ‘blah’,
so they write everything about ‘blah’; then move on to the next topic and write
everything about that; and so on for all topics in the document. Figure 1 repre-
sents each topic by a different styled branch. What does this style of writing mean
for the reader? The reader:

• is rapidly enmeshed in deep technicalities about ‘blah’ as they are swiftly led
deep into some very technical level material;

• has little idea where the discourse is going;
• gets nothing out of the document because of the difficulty discerning the main
points among the multitude of details; and

• quits.

Instead, write breadth first. Write your information so it is read in the order of
level of technicality as shown in Figure 2. First, in the title and abstract, a reader
sees an overview of the entire document in plain language and including the results.
Second, in the Introduction, overview the entire document again, but at a little
more technical level. Third, the body of the document records the gory details.
Conventionally we also place a conclusion at the end — such a conclusion is out of
place in this structure, but nonetheless readers do like a recapitulation (recall that
humans are not logical). And lastly, as indicated in Figure 2, appendices include
any deviously technical material.

Simple level Title + Abstract/Summary

+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +

× × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × × ×

⊕ ⊕ ⊕ ⊕ ⊕ ⊕
Very technical level

Introduction/Overview

Sections/Chapters

Appendices

Figure 2. Allocate various parts of a document to the ‘tree of knowledge’ of your doc-
ument so that the simplest set of statements overviewing your material is read first.

Urging you to ‘write breadth first’ is a misnomer; instead write so the document is
read breadth first. Usually you will write the detailed technical parts, then winnow
out of these the lower-level, jargon-free, introductory and conclusion statements
to form the overview in the Introduction. Similarly the title and abstract are ex-
tracted as the plainest statements about the setting, your achievements, and how
a reader can use the results. Thus at any stage the reader will have an overview
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of what you are doing and why — readers will be empowered to place increasingly
technical material upon the framework you have already constructed for them.
This is the structure to keep readers interested in pursuing your efforts.
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