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Karsten Pedersen*
The construction of a genre:
The case of service information pamphlets
in a Danish county
Abstract
From 1999 to 2001 I was head of administrative communication in a local council in
Denmark. There I was responsible for authoring and publishing service information
pamphlets. I never had any complaints from the citizens who were supposed to read the
pamphlets. And that made me worried. So worried that I have now spent a year analysing
not only the pamphlets, but also their reception in the target population. In this article I
shall make a genre analysis of the service information pamphlet and I shall compare the
results of the genre analysis with the basic results of the reception analysis.

1.

Creating a genre

In 1995 the Danish Parliament passed legislation (Act of Parliament No.
380 of 14 June 1995) that was supposed to improve local and regional
governmental information to the citizens. One of the reasons why the
politicians wanted to increase the information level was a desire to make
it possible for the citizens to enter into a democratic dialogue with local
and regional government (Andersen 1996: 6; Kommunernes Landsforening [Local Government Denmark] 2002: 10)
The Act obligated local and regional authorities in Denmark to publish
information on the services that they offer their citizens:
Sec. 62. The [local or regional] council shall state the contents and
scope of the services offered or planned to be offered to the citizens [of
the county]. The statement shall be given at least every two years.
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In addition the statement shall inform citizens of the goals formulated by the
council (Indenrigsministeriet, Kommunernes Landsforening,
Amtsrådsforeningen, 1998: 5, my translation).

The legislation inaugurated the creation of a new genre, the service
information pamphlet. This article is a case based genre analysis casting
light on various aspects of the service information pamphlet.
Even though there are few concrete legal demands as to the design
and the contents of the statements, the result has been the publication of
a series of relatively identically cast service information pamphlets with
variations depending on place of publication, type of information (social,
technical, etc.).
This is very close to Bhatia’s definition of genre:
Taking genre, after Swales (1981b, 1985 and 1990), it is a recognizable communicative event characterized by a set of communicative
purpose(s) identified and mutually understood by the members of the
professional or academic community in which it regularly occurs. Most
often it is highly structured and conventionalized with constraints on
allowable contributions in terms of their intent, positioning, form and
functional value. These constraints, however, are often exploited by
the expert members of the discourse community to achieve private
intentions within the framework of socially recognized purpose (s)
(Bhatia, 1993:13)

The last few lines of this definition highlight the notion of genres as
dynamic entities. This view is shared by some of the major theorists in
the field (Bhatia 2002, 1999, 1993; Göpferich 2000, Swales 1990; Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995), who point out that genres are constantly (re)negotiated. So the mechanisms employed in maintaining existing genres
may also be expected to be present in the creation of a new genre.
That genres are indeed dynamic is emphasised by Bhathia who writes:
[…] genres are not only extremely versatile in that they can be
constructed, interpreted and exploited at various levels, they can also
appear in interesting combinations, such as mixed, hybrid and embedded
forms. (Bhatia 2002:1).

In this paper I will describe the genre that emerged as a result of local
and regional governments’ legislative obligation to inform the public. I
will also discuss the reception of one specific pamphlet by external as
well as internal target groups.
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2.

The project

2.1. The case study
The County of Ringkjøbing (CR), which is the westernmost county in
Denmark, produces a box of pamphlets. And, in accordance with the
law, each pamphlet is revised every two years. In this paper I will use the
pamphlet “Service for people with speech, hearing and seeing disabilities”1 (Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f), published by CR as a kind of model
pamphlet for the genre analysis. Together with the other six pamphlets
in the series and pamphlets from the local Councils of Haslev, Horsens,
and Søllerød, the model pamphlet functions as the basis for the analysis.
In order to unfold the textual and social practices (see Fairclough 1998:
133-5;Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 69) by which the pamphlets
were produced I interviewed two county administrative officers and one
representative for the field workers central to the production of the pamphlets.
The reception analysis included in the project (Pedersen 2002, 2003a)
consisted of eight semi-structured qualitative interviews with members
of the target group. I followed Kvale’s (1994) approach in order to obtain
answers that would give the County detailed knowledge to be used in
the further work with the pamphlet. I wanted the interviews to reflect the
heterogeneity of the target group, and therefore there are two groups of
interviewees. One group of interviewees was a group of users of the
services, and the other group was a group of parents of users of the
services.
The differences between the results of the interviews in the two groups
were small and insignificant compared with the overall findings of the
survey. The surveys revealed that only two interviewees had seen the
pamphlet before, and of them had read it (Pedersen 2003a). On the other
hand, all of the interviewees were well informed about the services of
the County and had no need for the pamphlet.

My translation. The original title is “Service til personer med tale-, høre-, eller
synshandicap”.
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3.

The making of the genre

3.1. Legislation
As the legislative quote above makes clear, the legislation regarding
service information is rather broad. Basically, there are two legislative
demands: 1) that the goals of the county council be presented; and 2)
that the services be presented to the citizens.
Below is an extract of the goal formulation in CR’s pamphlet on service
for people with speech, hearing and seeing disabilities:
The Council’s goals are:
To let the educational, the supervisory and the therapeutical services
take the individual’s needs as their point of departure. The services
must be of the best possible quality and integrate all important elements
(Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f, my translation).

The services are presented like this:
At the suspicion of hearing impairment the Hearing Clinic carries out
an examination and advises on the possibilities of the user, including
the option of having a hearing aid fitted (Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f, my
translation).

So, on part of the legislators, there were only two constraints on the
service information genre. In that light, it seems quite natural that what
would emerge from such a general law would be quite diverse but, as
mentioned, and as we shall see later, that never proved to be the case.

3.2. Discussions of the genre
The various branches of local and regional government and their
organisations naturally discussed how to meet the legislative demands.
Some of these discussions have resulted in the publication of recommendations co-published by the Ministry of Interior Affairs, Local Government Denmark and the Association of County Councils in Denmark
(Indenrigsministeriet, Kommunernes Landsforening, Amtsrådsforeningen
1998). These publications, naturally, must be seen as rather authoritative
guidelines that regional and local government can use in order to make
sure that they live up to legislative obligations.
Basically, there are three booklets that deal with the service information
pamphlets (Indenrigsministeriet, Kommunernes Landsforening, Amts-

35
rådsforeningen 1998, Helth 1996, Petersen and Schnoor 1995). All of
them are produced by the same consultancy firm, but they focus on
different aspects of work with the information pamphlets. Some
recommendations are practical, detailing how to make sure that the
pamphlets are structured in a similar way, what to include in the pamphlets, etc.
These publications also recommend that similar structures are used
for pamphlets belonging to the same area (social, technical etc.).
There are also recommendations on the language used in service
information pamphlets in order to convey professional knowledge to a
non-professional audience.
In addition to the more authoritative recommendations, there are also
a number of books and booklets dealing with administrative language in
more general terms. All of these publications identify the same two main
problems, namely that administrative language is too formal and that
administrative writers find it difficult to leave out officialese and thus
address citizens in ‘their own language’. This is highlighted by Møller
and Hansen who write that:
[Technical terms] are dangerous to communication. In certain circles
they are quickly accepted on equal terms with the most common words
of the language, and soon the people moving in these circles have lost
the ability to determine whether one of the words that they use all the
time belongs to standard language (Møller and Hansen 1998: 6, my
translation).

In addition to this, it is also quite common to recommend that
administrative staff use simple syntax, direct address and dialogical
constructions in their texts. We see an example of this in the information
policy of the CR:
In its information work and its letters, the County invites to dialogue
by telling the reader: Who is the agent (the council, the committee, the
director, the nurse, the class teacher, the applicant, the citizen, etc). In
other words: Do not hide behind systems and institutions.
[…]
Do not write
In reference to your letter of June 10 1998, we shall hereby inform you
that …
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Write
Thank you for your letter of … The committee decided that … because
of Parliament’s …
(Ringkjøbing Amt 2002a: 14-5, my translation)

The overall recommendations as well as the CR’s information policy
stresses the importance of simple syntax, few (if any) passives, few (if
any) nominalisations: “A safe road to a more active language is to change
nouns to verbs. Make sure that you avoid nouns ending on -ing, -ning,
-else, -ende, -sel. (Ringkjøbing Amt 2002a: 14, my translation,). Also
the more general recommendations on written communication stress this:
A phrasal noun is a way of hiding reality a bit. The active noun is
wrapped up so that you do not see it immediately – and when language
wraps reality up, you are heading in the wrong direction (Petersen 1997:
34, my translation).

The recommendations can be summarised like this: use direct address,
use active voice and make sure that you use words that the target group
will understand.

3.2.1. Contents, language and the order of things
The text is basically a listing of the services that the County offers citizens
with the disabilities in question, and like all the other pamphlets in the
series, the outline of the pamphlet follows a schema starting off with a
headline, then a formulation of the Council’s goals in the area(s), and
subsequently a listing of the services offered to people with speech,
hearing and seeing disabilities, respectively. Each of the three sections is
arranged so that they first mention the types of services (e.g. education),
and then each type of service is split into services to children and services
to adults. The second last section of the pamphlet is a list of specific
service goals, e.g.:
That not later than one month after being examined, the user receives
the counselling required by him or her
(Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f, my translation).

Finally, there is a list of addresses and telephone numbers.
The overall structure of the other pamphlets in the series is similar to
the one described above. The service information pamphlets published
by the Councils of Haslev and Søllerød follow a similar structure.
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The Council of Horsens, however, has chosen to publish all the service
texts in a booklet that is posted to the citizens (Horsens 2001; Horsens
2002). The booklet is directory-like and the texts are brief, often bulleted
lists that give an overall impression of the services presented. The booklet
is ordered by service type and each service is described briefly, and at
the end of the description one can see all the relevant addresses and
telephone numbers.

3.3. Genre analysis2
3.3.1. Form and medium
The pamphlets produced by the Department for Education and Social
Affairs were produced by small groups of people with special knowledge
of the subject matters relevant for each pamphlet. The groups were all
referring to a county administrative officer with the final say on the
pamphlets. In that way it was possible for the central administration of
the County to maintain a certain degree of power over the production
process while drawing on the expertise of the people working with the
target group.
The municipality of Søllerød used to publish a newspaper with the
service information in the shape of newspaper articles (Municipality of
Søllerød 1999).
Some local government administrations have chosen to print the
pamphlets themselves. Thereby they are able to update the pamphlets
within hours (Elmelund and Pedersen 1999, Hasle Kommune 2003a).
Some local and regional government administrations have chosen to
publish a booklet (this is e.g. done by the Council of Horsens (see 3.2.1
above)) containing units of information not unlike what is found in the
pamphlets. The books are distributed to each household and are revised
every two years.
There is a tendency that information on pricing and sometimes telephone numbers is not included in the publications that have a low freI base my genre analysis on pamphlets in the series published by the CR’s department
for education and social matters, on similar pamphlets, published by other counties and
on pamphlets dealing with matters social published by local councils in Søllerød, Haslev,
Køge and Ringsted.

2
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quency of publication. The reason for this is that rates and telephone
numbers are subject to change, and changes will render some of the
information in the pamphlets obsolete or even wrong. Some Councils,
e.g. the Council of Haslev, update their pamphlets twice a year or whenever there is a change (Elmelund and Pedersen 1999, Hasle Kommune
2003a).
The CR has chosen to publish a series of glossy flyer type pamphlets
that are updated every two years. The first two editions were rather generous on information such as pricing and telephone numbers (interview
md17/5, 2002), but now they contain only a few telephone numbers and
the administrative staff tries to minimise the use of figures that might
become subject to change3.

3.3.2. Communicative purpose
The service information pamphlets in this series are intended to serve
internal as well as external communicative purposes.
Internally, the pamphlets can be seen as a means to ensure that the
goals are fulfilled. Externally, the pamphlets serve the purpose of informing the general public. The CR divided the external target group into two
main groups, 1) users and their relatives and 2) interested citizens that
are all thought to belong to the pamphlets’ target group:
That is where the concept of the interested citizen comes in. Because
that is such a broad definition of the target group, it is supposed to
reach everybody, users, family, field workers, citizens in general, and
interested citizens, and … (interview MD 17/5, 2002).

In addition, the pamphlets can be seen as an integral part of informing
and controlling staff members working with the users of the services.
Informing them in the sense that the pamphlets provide information that
also staff members might want to use (Interview HK 20/6, 2002), and
controlling them in the sense that the information in the pamphlets also
can be seen as rules that staff will have to follow when advising users or
their relatives:

Even so, my interviews with users of the services revealed that a certain figure had
been changed (interview 1-4, 20. june, 2002).
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Interviewer: But it seems that you are also using it [the pamphlet] in a
rather internal way.
Interviewee: That is definitely because we would like it to be our way
of controlling budgets and degree of goal fulfilment. … We want to use
this [the pamphlets] as external information and as a kind of internal
toolbox (interview JS 17/5, 2002).

Even if the county administration would like the pamphlets to be internal
tools as well as external vehicles of information, the overall communicative purpose is that of informing the citizens, since that is what the
legislation deals with. Note in that connection that the law does not specify
other target groups than ‘the citizen’ (see the opening quote), making for
quite a heterogeneous target group. This naturally explains the CR’s
decision to include into their target group definition the concept of ‘the
interested citizen’ (see above), thus emphasising the overall communicative purpose of informing the general public.

3.3.3. Situation/context
The service information pamphlets from the CR’s Department for
Education and Social Affairs enter into any number of contexts. First of
all they belong to the host of pamphlets produced in all kinds of governmental administrative frameworks, secondly they are part of the local
framework in Ringkjøbing, thirdly they are part of the series published
in the Department for Education and Social Matters (see Göpferich who
mentions the fact that personal authorship and organisational factors will
influence the wording of a text (Göpferich 2000: 231-232)). In addition,
the reception of the pamphlets will vary depending on the target population (staff, users, relatives, social practices, etc.).
The pamphlets are distributed to schools, libraries, city halls, and
the institutions where the supposed receivers will meet the CR’s
services.

3.3.4. Move structure
The move structure of the service information pamphlets looks like this:
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Legislation
Goal formulation
The goals are rather general statements listing the political goals in the
various specific areas dealt with in the different pamphlets. The CR does
it like this:
The council’s goals are:
• To let the educational, the supervisory and the therapeutical services
take the individual’s needs as their point of departure. The services
must be of the best possible quality and integrate all important elements.
(Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f, my translation)

The local Council of Haslev formulates its goals in more general terms:
The council’s goal for the services offered by the Council of Haslev is
that each citizen experiences his of her dealings with the administration
as uncomplicated and pleasant, and that the citizen views the Council’s
administrative staff as excellent and competent professionals (Council
of Haslev, 2003a, my translation).

Obligatory moves
Listing the services available
The services are either presented in prose (CR) or as bulleted lists (Haslev,
Horsens).
Listing the obligations of the citizens (if applicable)
“Remember to inform the administration if your social or economic
situation changes” (Council of Haslev 2003a, my translation).
Addresses and telephone numbers
The CR lists a large number of addresses and telephone numbers on the
back of each pamphlet, but since this information can be found elsewhere
in the booklet produced by the Council of Horsens, they can be a little
bit more imprecise:
Refugee/immigrant council:
At: The refugee/immigrant center, city hall
(Council of Horsens 2001: 44, my translation)

There is no obligatory sequence involved, even if there seems to be a
preference for the sequence indicated above.
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Optional moves
Establishing the field
Service information pamphlets with a goal formulation at the beginning
use the goal as a way of establishing the field. Pamphlets that do not
have the goals at the beginning sometimes have a paragraph detailing
the contents of the pamphlet. The Horsens booklet dedicates some space
to a “Readers’ guide” (Council of Horsens 2001: 16, my translation).
Paratextual metatext
The CR does not use this move (Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f), whereas
the Council of Haslev does (Council of Haslev 2003a).
A paratextual metatext is a text that identifies the pamphlet as a service
information pamphlet, and such text is very often used on the front page
of pamphlets. Most often it comes in the form of a general headline
reading “Service information”. The County of Haslev uses such a metatext
(Haslev Kommune 2003a, Haslev Kommune 2003b), whereas the CR
does not (Ringkjøbing Amt 2002f).

3.3.5. Rhetorical strategies
In actual use the pamphlets from the CR’s Department for Education
and Social Matters turn out to not comply with the recommendations for
language use (see 3.2.1). In the pamphlet under scrutiny here, we see
that throughout:
Service to people who have a speech, hearing or seeing disability is
provided by local as well as regional authorities (Ringkjøbing Amt
2002f, my translation).

In a sense all the basic plain language recommendations are violated
here. The pamphlet uses passive voice (marked in bold face), and there
is no use of direct address (none of the seven pamphlets in the CR’s
series uses direct address). The texts from Horsens (Horsens Kommune
2001, 2002), Haslev (Haslev Kommune 2003a, 2003b), and Søllerød
(Søllerød Kommune 1999) Councils all make extensive use of dialogical
elements such as active voice and direct address.
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4.

The pamphlets and the receivers

As mentioned there are three target groups for the pamphlet: staff members, the interested citizen and users and their relatives. From my interviews with representatives of the latter group it is clear that they do not
recognise the service information pamphlet as member of a particular
genre, basically because they do not know the pamphlets (Pedersen 2002,
2003a, 2003b). This is not only a genre analytical problem, but also a
legal problem. It is an analytical problem in the sense that there is no
way of ascertaining whether or not the communicative purpose of the
pamphlets is fulfilled. This is emphasised by Göpferich (2000) when she
says that we do not even know if the perpetuation, by means of imitation,
of a genre ensures the fulfilment of the communicative purpose of that
genre:
In our mother-tongue classes …, we tacitly assume that imitating the
genre features of the respective … language which we collect on a
purely descriptive basis by analysing authentic texts in the respective
language leads to the production of texts which optimally or at least
adequately fulfil their communicative functions … (Göpferich 2000:
234)

It is a legal problem in the sense that legislation demands that the council
inform its citizens, but my interviews suggest, the pamphlets do not get
beyond the desks of the administrators that work with them. Thereby the
pamphlet does not even get near the realisation of its communicative
purpose, let alone the realisation of the goals of the legislators.
In my interviews I asked the informants to read either the original
service information pamphlet or a version that adheres to the linguistic
recommendations about direct address, active voice, etc., mentioned
earlier (the reception analysis is described in more detail in Pedersen
2002). It was clear from this confrontation with actual texts that the
receivers found the changed version much more appealing, suggesting
that the CR would benefit from making their pamphlets somewhat more
dialogical. Such a change, however, would not change anything in relation
to the most serious problem of them all: that very few people seem to
read the pamphlets.
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5.

Conclusions

Right from the start the writers of the service information pamphlets
have been met with recommendations that have shaped the pamphlets.
The result is that the pamphlets share a “set of communicative purposes”
(Bhatia 1993: 13) and a number of conventions and constraints.
The main communicative purpose of the service information pamphlets
is to inform the citizens of counties (or the citizens belonging to a local
council) of the services available to them. This is also true of the CR’s
pamphlets, but, as the survey indicates, the citizens (or at least the
members of the target group) are not informed by the pamphlets4 . The
survey is inconclusive as to the reason for this, but it does seem fair to
assume that the fact that all of the interviewees are very well informed of
the services in the CR has something to do with it. One could suspect
that the target population, because it does not need it, ignores the information made available in the pamphlets.
The second communicative purpose, to inform CR staff, seems to be
met. Therefore it would be interesting to try to find out what it is that
keeps staff members from handing out copies of the pamphlet to their
clients, and also to dig deeper into the internal use of the pamphlets in
general.
The conventions and constraints make the different pamphlets look
similar. This means that it is possible for the target group as well as the
producers to recognise a given text as a service information text.
The service information pamphlets are supposed to have a democratic
effect; they are supposed to enable the citizens to enter into a democratic
discussion with the members of the council as well as the County’s
administrative staff. In order to achieve this effect, it is not necessary for
the publishers of the pamphlets to ensure that each citizen has read all
the pamphlets. Judging from my interviews, it might be enough to ensure
that field workers pass on their professional knowledge to the citizens
entitled to specific services.

A group of students working with the Municipality of Copenhagen (Hoffmann et al.
2002) came to the same conclusion, so this is not limited to the CR.
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