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Naïve realism is the conviction that one sees the world as it is and that when people don’t see it in a similar way, it is they that do not see the world for what it is. Ross characterized naïve realism as “a dangerous but unavoidable conviction about perception and reality”. The danger of naïve realism is that while humans are good in recognizing that other people and their opinions have been shaped and influenced by their life experiences and particular dogmas, we are far less adept at recognizing the influence our own experiences and dogmas have on ourselves and opinions. We fail to recognize the bias in ourselves that we are so good in picking out in others. “Lee” (The Daily Gazette - Swarthmore)

What you should know about your readership
Most writers and editors have a fuzzy image of the general public as a reading audience, but the more we know about our readers the better. With some research, we can turn a passive or unreceptive audience into a responsive, engaged one.
Furthermore, the steps we can take to meet the needs of readers with challenges also make communication more effective for all our readers, because all readers value clarity, simplicity, obvious structure. 
Today, I will discuss the many ways in which differences in the abilities and backgrounds of your audience affect their ability to understand your material. This understanding will allow you make accommodations in your content so that persons of all abilities can read and understand your material.
Understanding why we can’t see what is there
First, we have to overcome our belief that other people are just like us. We also have to come to terms with the fact that differing beliefs and abilities will affect the ability of your audience to understand your content at all, let alone form opinions about it. In order to bridge that gap, you may need to include accommodations in your content that takes those differences into account. These accommodations aren’t just for readers with, for example, limited educational attainment, cognitive challenges, ADHD, or learning disabilities; highly educated professionals with advanced degrees might experience time pressure or fatigue that prevents them from reading deeply unless you make accommodations in response.
Next, consider other innate differences.
Each brain is different. Every brain is wired differently. Some people use logic and memory to arrive at linear solutions to problems; they solve problems methodically. Visual information may help them process written information. Others make intuitive, but effective, leaps and creative connections between seemingly unrelated pieces of information. They might resent having to “show their work” when they’ve obviously arrived at a correct solution through an intuitive leap. Still others prefer to hear information instead of read it.
When you are presenting evidence to your readership, consider making accommodations so that those who prefer hard data can understand how you got from point A to point B. You might not recognize the need to lay out your reasoning in a methodical way if you think that your readers agree with you, anyway. Thus, you might assume that they have knowledge that they actually don’t or that they will ascribe validity to ideas or facts that these readers would expect you to prove. But those assumptions don’t help you or those readers. They might be more receptive to your content, even if it’s not engineering, math, or physics, if you can show them how you arrived at your conclusions. 

Understanding the need for perspective
Seth Godin cautions us there are 3 common mistakes:
1. Believing that your customers are monolithic, and that they all want the same thing.
2. Believing that loud customers speak for all customers.
3. Worrying that if you don’t satisfy short-term, loudly articulated needs, you will fail.
There’s an art here, it’s not a science….:
· When someone is in pain, recognize it and address it if you can.
· You decide, not your customers, where you want to go. Lead, don’t follow.
· Amplify the voices of the people you care about, those with the most value to you in the long run. Give them a platform and make it easier for them to speak to you and the rest of the market. Listening to the loud people, Seth Godin

Understanding the general public
As a writer or editor, you will benefit from a better understanding of things that interfere with a person’s capacity to focus, concentrate, process information, think clearly, and make decisions.
When readers have challenges that make reading and understanding harder work for them, the writer needs to make extra effort.
Let’s consider some obvious blocks and some less apparent hurdles to effective communication.
Literacy
The first problem many communicators think about is the generally low reading ability of the public: People with no or the lowest levels of literacy lack the skills needed to draw the intended meaning from your text—that’s 49% in Canada and 50% in the US. They have limited vocabulary and can only read clear language, simply laid out. A higher percentage lack adequate numeracy skills.
While Canada ranks as average in literacy among the OECD countries, we show a larger proportion of our population at both the highest and lowest levels of literacy. In numeracy, we are below average and have more people at the lowest levels than the average. Comparing 2003 levels to 2012 shows a lower proportion of Canadians are at higher levels and a higher proportion at Level 1 or below. 
The most current study (PIACC) indicates that:
· 47% of Canadians age 16+ have difficulty using information in forms. 
· 48% of Canadians age 16+ cannot do simple math based on printed document.
Other readers cope with emotional or psychological problems that interfere with comprehension. This includes “situational limited literacy” when the urgency of the situation causes panic.
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Vision
Some 285 million people worldwide have a disability affecting their vision or reading. There are many medical causes of visual problems that contribute to processing errors. Not all can be fixed with corrective lenses. Print disabled refers to blind, visually impaired, illiterate, dyslexic, mentally retarded and people with other physical and medical conditions that make it difficult to read printed materials.
For example, the colour-blind (actually colour-deficient) may rely on screen-reading software which may not read a captcha. And 4.5% of public is colour-blind—1 in 12 men. While this is normally genetic, it may be induced by disease or aging. 
Remember that the partially-sighted will be using zoom to enlarge the material.
Some people are print disabled or experience visual stress and other issues affecting their ability to perform everyday tasks. Statistics are available. If a member of your audience might have seizures if they read or see certain images, which might include off-focus print, they may have to receive your content in a different format. Some issues like this can’t be resolved; it’s important to be aware of those issues.
Human problems that hinder reading
We live in an age of information overload. So we scan, skim, and skip—and are likely to miss information bits of information that we need to accomplish our task. We need information providers to give us the information we need in the easiest way to receive and process it.
Regardless of age, education, or cultural background, everyone needs information that they can read and clearly understand. But many people hide their difficulties for fear of stigma. All of us are living in an age of information overload. There are other problems worth knowing about.
People have cognitive biases
A cognitive bias is a default pattern of thinking in which you make assumptions about people and situations that can lead to illogical conclusions. These default patterns help you make fast decisions in urgent situations based on your prior experience; when the decision is correct we call it intuition. But when the decision is wrong, the bias has lead you astray.
Cognitive biases can lead to perceptual distortion, inaccurate judgment, illogical interpretation, or simply irrationality. One actually causes some people to not recognize their own limitations or lack of understanding. 
Social concerns
Some people are going to have challenges in understanding your content and taking action in their own best interests. 
Poverty makes it hard for people to care about the future and forces them to live in the present because they are short on time and money. For example, people with type 2 diabetes on a low income often have to choose among food, rent, or medicine.
Poverty causes lower IQ, and affects brain development. On top of that, when children’s learning processes are disturbed by abuse, racism, discrimination, and family disruptions, it continues to affect them as adults. So, when presenting complex information, consider charts and bulleted lists that can help stressed readers get the gist.
Stress and anxiety
Stress and anxiety impede concentration and information processing.
When a person cannot understand information they need, it generates anxiety that is processed in the same part of the brain that responds to fearful situations. Threats to the stability or security of one’s moral or social framework also arouse the fear center.
In fearful states or under prolonged stress, our default reasoning system goes offline and we cannot correctly perceive things and understand what to do about them. In these states, a reader may avoid or try to escape from your stress-inducing information.
Your readers may have suffered these sources of stress and anxiety affecting communication processes:
· Emotional abuse of children can be just as harmful as physical abuse. The damage and inability to focus continue throughout life. Around one-third of children suffer emotional abuse, which is far more common than physical abuse.
· Bullying during the teen years produces neurological scars that affect the brain through adulthood.
· Post-traumatic disorder is present in the population and often goes hand in hand with other disorders, like depression and substance abuse. Over a life-time, 1 in 10 people experience posttraumatic stress disorder. At any given time, 2 1/2 in 100 are experiencing it. 
· A person reading any kind of legal document can experience anxiety.
When you observe or survey readers, none of these factors would be obvious. They are invisible characteristics that might not turn up in your customer or user research. You have to presume that a certain percentage of your readers have these issues.
Environmental and medical causes of difficulty understanding
Environment
Features of each person’s environment interact with your content, things like screen size, Internet connection, or lighting. You can’t assume everyone reads in the same conditions as you—although public sector workers tend to make that assumption!
 Many things can deprive a reader of focused mental energy at any moment. Even noise exposure may cause perceptual difficulties.
Health
Chronic insomnia is one example of conditions that can cause cognitive problems.
Many other invisible conditions include the effect on brain function of common toxins. Remember that earlier I said: Some people are going to have challenges in understanding your content and taking action in their own best interests. Well, smokers cannot act upon feedback to alter their actions, due to their addiction. They process the information but do not use it.
Mood disorders often arise from another medical condition and interfere with mental processing functions. In 2012, 1.5 million Canadians over age 15 years reported symptoms compatible with a mood disorder, of which only half reported having been professionally diagnosed. People with eating disorders may suffer from these related problems.
Medical causes
More than 50% of medical patients report they have problems understanding medical information. People failing to understand and follow label instructions for taking their medicine account for 10% of hospital admissions. And some medicines, even if taken as directed, cause cognitive side-effects that reduce clarity of thought. This includes common over-the-counter products, such as diphenhydramine.
A surprising number of people have cognitive and mental health issues. Patients with complex chronic disease usually have 6 or more diagnoses, many medications, disabling fatigue, difficulty thinking and remembering and severe pain. Diabetes and cancer and their treatments can cause foggy and forgetful thinking. Only 1 in 8 people with pre-diabetes even know they have a problem.
These individuals would benefit from visual prompts and short sentences.
Disabilities
The Supreme Court of Canada recognizes that discrimination is socially constructed-—even in defining disability. The Ontario definition of disability covers difficulties processing communication. There are many hidden causes of language challenges and comprehension difficulties. Many are so mild, they remain undiagnosed.
Among the people considered print disabled, many have physical and medical conditions that make it difficult to read printed materials. And dyslexia is a neurological disorder that may cause difficulty understanding and complying with expectations.
These readers may benefit from visual prompts, braille, or audio versions of content.

Universal Solutions
As I said at the start, we can take small steps that make our communication more effective for all our readers: clarity, simplicity, obvious structure, and good design. No one who reads with ease will ever complain that a piece is too easy to read. 
Now that you know the kind of issues rampant in the general population, you have the responsibility and the opportunity to make a positive impact on the lives of those around you in your community and nation. Now you have a reason to make an extra effort so that everyone has a better chance of understanding your message.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Specific solutions
If you know you are writing for people in a particular category like those discussed above, you can research the best approaches for communicating with them. Support groups provide information on websites.
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