
INFORMATIVE COMMUNICATION 
 
Informative communication is instructional.  Throughout the message, the speaker should strive to create 
attention, clarity, and retention.  Possible strategies for achieving each goal are listed below. 
 
I. Attention can be enhanced by: 
 
 A. Motivating the audience to listen: 
  1. Direct appeals:  tell the audience what they will gain by listening to your presentation. 
  2. Vital factors:  for example, factors relating to self-preservation could be discussed. 
  3. Immediacy:  refer to current events, other topical subjects that already have   
   audience's attention. 
  4. Audience participation:  get the audience actively involved -- the audience cannot do 

something without paying attention to it. 
 B. Creating curiosity. 
  1. Novelty:  the new or different can be very interesting. 
  2. Suspense:  used judiciously in the message, it can create attention. 
 C. The intrinsically entertaining. 
  1. Humor:  but be topical and careful not to offend. 
  2. Narratives:  tell a story with human-interest elements. 

 3. Conflict:  conflict is the essence of drama -- an element of conflict can create attention. 
  4. Sex:  sexual content (with due regard for appropriateness to audience and situation)  
   can add interest value. 
 D. Sensory Stimulation:  Attractive and interesting visuals, etc., will create attention (but colorful  
  language alone can accomplish this). 
  1. Use of audio / visual aids, etc. 
   a. Visual attention factors include the following: 
    1.) Size:  in general, bigger attracts attention. 
    2.) Color:  striking color creates attention. 
    3.) Movement:  what moves attracts attention over what does not. 
    4.) Proximity:  what's closer to the listener tends to command more attention. 
   b. Other senses:  despite the basic visual orientation of people, do not overlook the 
    possibilities with sound, touch, etc. 

  2. Specificity and concreteness:  avoid unnecessary generality and abstraction -- specific 
and concrete language is more likely to be "picture-making" for the audience and is 
usually more interesting. 

 
II. Clarity can be aided by: 
 
 A. Avoiding information overload. 
  1. Scope of message:  narrow it according to audience, situation and time limit. 
  2. Repetition and restatement:  use it "up to the point of boredom." 
 B. Relating to audience's frame of reference. 
  1. Audience experience:  refer to the audience’s direct experience as much as possible. 
  2. Analogy/Comparison/Contrast:  similarities and/or differences pointed out between the  
   information to be learned and what the audience already knows uses "the known to  
   explain the unknown." 
  3. Language:  use language comprehensible to audience - - if in doubt, stop and explain. 



  
  
 C. Precision (saying exactly what you mean). 
  1. Illustrations and examples:  use them frequently. 
  2. Statistics:  they are very precise but they must be meaningful to the audience. 
  3. Testimony:  use it when someone else has said it better than you can (but give credit  
   where credit is due!) 
  4. Visual aids:  they will reinforce message and often provide more precision than relying 

only on a verbal message (and some things are very difficult to explain without visual 
aids). 

 
III. Retention:  interesting, clear messages are easier to remember, but research findings point out  
 additional principles. 
 
 A. Use repetition: to increase retention, use repetition (even when it is not necessary for clarity). 
  1. Use three repetitions:  that number seems to be especially effective. 
  2. Previews and reviews:  these have been specifically linked to increased retention. 
 B. Limit main points. 
  1. Use three or four main points, at most, if possible: research indicates that is best for 

optimal retention. 
  2. Use special reinforcement:  this is especially important when there are more than five 

main points. 
 C. Organize clearly/sequence carefully:  numerous studies link clear organization and choice of  
  sequence to retention of the message. 

 1. Use simple, logical patterns: simple patterns like chronological, cause-effect, etc., 
clarify organization. 

  2. Bear the "primary-recency effect" in mind:  in a list of points, the middle of the list tends 
   to be forgotten first, unless it is specially reinforced. 
 D. Be visual:  beyond the interest and clarity values, research shows that visual presentation is  
  generally better retained than oral presentation. 
  1. Use the audience’s visual memory; people have what can best be termed several 

memories that operate very differently from each other - - the visual memory is easily 
the most powerful. 

  2. Tell and show: combining both visual and oral presentation (telling and showing) 
makes a more retainable message (the "dual coding hypothesis"). 

 E. Use emphasis: 
1. Use verbal cues: studies have shown verbal cues (e.g., "now get this") to increase 

retention. 
  2. Use nonverbal cues:  gestures, pauses, vocal variety, etc., have also been shown to 

be helpful. 
 F. Work in a mnemonic device:  these memory aids are especially powerful boosts to retention  
  (they work by making direct associations of easy-to-retrieve cues with the material to be  
  remembered). 
  1. Employ an acronym:  e.g., the word "H.O.M.E.S." can stand for the five Great Lakes. 
  2. Employ an acrostic sentence: e.g., Every Good Boy Does Fine is a mnemonic for the 

lines in a musical staff: E, G, B, D, F. 
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