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Devetoping a documentation strategy
Richard Truscott describes the chailenge of developing
a documentation strategy where none existed.

Established over 100 years ago and an early
adopter of IT, the not-for-profit organisation I
work for has a large portfolio of back office IT
applications. Its public facing organisations use
these IT services to operate with its customers
around the globe.

However, (until 2009) it had never employed
a Technical Communicator to support the IT
portfolio. This, together with the organisation's
long-standing history meant there was a backlog
of work and the need for a cultural change
within the organisation.

I work in the IT Support & Development
department; my main tasks are:
. Provide documentation for the IT support

staff.
. Provide end user documentation.
The name of the organisation is irrelevant as the
challenges it faces are similar to those of a great
many older institutions.that are in the process
of discovering what a Technical Communicator
can do for them.

This is the first of a series of articles
explaining how the work progressed. It covers
the period from the start of work, to the
achievement of the first goal of a proof of
concept trial. This article is a review of the
work done between January 2009 and June
2010. I hope to write other articles about future
progress.

Producing the strategy runs alongside
my day-to-day job of producing technical
documentation. This means that progress is
often slow.

What is the overall plan?

By the nature of the organisation and in its
current state of flux the plan has to be flerible
and be allowed to evolve to meet the known
circumstances. At the beginning the plan was to:
1. Carry out a preliminary investigation into

how IT support staff find and acquire the
knowledge they need to do their work.

2. Use a consultancy company to look at the
organisation's content needs.

3. Produce a report on the way forward.
4. Carry out a proof of concept trial.

Preliminary investigations
'I often say that when you can measure what
you are speaking about, and express it in
numbers, you know something about it...,

Lord Kelvin.
The first thing to do was to talk to people to

find out what they knew and how thev knew it.
It became clear that there were a number of

different s) stems for storing knowledge used
to support IT systems. Because of the way
the organisation is structured, each team had
produced lts owrr solutlon.

I nformotion sou rrcs survey

I designed an 'Information sources survey, to
find out:
. What information sollrces the support and

development staff used.
. Hon'often they'used these sources.
. Hor,r' often the source gave them what they

wanted.
. Hon' difficult it was to find specific

information.
I used Adobe LiveCl'cle Designer to create a
surve)'form for distribution to the recipients
by e-mail. When the recipient had completed
the form, they returned it by e-mail, which I
received as an XI\IL file. I used LiveCycle to
import the returned surveys into an Excel
spreadsheet for analysis.

Used sources

The respondents said that the most used
sources lvere:
. Their own notes.
. Wiki contributions bl themselves and

colleagues.
. The original design document.
The respondents said that the least used
sources \\'ere:
. Sources stored using SharePointru.
. Service deliverl- documents.
. Test plans.

Useful sources

The respondents said that the most useful
sourccs were:
. Their own notes.
. l|iki contributions.
. Pro.ject meetings.
The respondents said the least useful sources
were:
. Sen'ice delir.ery documents.
. Sources stored on Sharepoint.
. Test plans.

Easy to use sources

The respondents said that the easiest to use
sources were:
. Their o\l.n notes.
. \Viki contributions.
. Project meetings.
The respondents said that the least easy to use
sources \\rere:
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CSA was very helpful in confirming that my
ideas were on the right track. I was now able
to expand the report with information on
technology and create an implementation
plan.

Whot the report said

The report's main proposals were that:
. The Software Development, Support and

Business Community be allowed to generate
content in any format.

. The Technical Communicator should generate
support content and acts as editor/moderator
for community-generated content.

. The Technical Communicator should generate
customer-facing content.

. Structured authoring and DITA (XML) should
be adopted as a standard for documentation.

. A Help Centre should be established.

. A CCMS for managing content should be
obtained.

Selling the idea

A major part of the organisation's
restructuring was now complete and the
moment was right to sell the idea. A new
process improvement team has a remit to look
at the overall efficiency of the organisation
by taking control of the processes and
procedures that the business follows.

By this time, I had started to describe
what I wanted to achieve as 'Knowledge
Management'.

The main arguments used to sell the strategy
were:
1. Current documentation methods produce

static content that means that re-use of
information and presentation to different
audiences is inefficient.

2. There is no centralised management
of documents and versions. Quality of
documents will improve because content
versions are controlled.

3. The organisation must deliver managed
knowledge that gathers all the knowledge in
one location, where it is easy to access and is
easily found.

4. The organisation must overcome the
backlog of undocumented products. To
do this by conventional methods would
mean employing a number of Technical
Communicators to service the backlog
and future demands. The onty way to
overcome the backlog is to engage subject
matter experts as content providers for
internal documentation. This will free
me to concentrate on customer-facing
documentation (see Figure 2). Internal and
external users will benefit because products
will be documented

5. Re-use and re-purposing of content that
will reduce the time taken to produce
documentation and allow sharing of content.

TaciUlmplicit

Soft
Up-to-date

Undocumented and unrecorded
Unconscious (don't know you know it)

Retained
Conscious but retained (knowledge is powe4

Figure 1. Knowledge Management.

6. Adopting DITA and XML will provide
structured documents that guide the
authors' content enabling them to
concentrate on content rather than
presentation.

7. The need to enable the rapid clearance of
support tasks by providing the information
that IT Support needs to resolve problems.

Fortunately the main principles of the
Knowledge Management Strateg)' were quickly
adopted and after several meetings and
presentations there was a consensus that this
was the way the organisation should go.

Where is the strategy now?

At the time of writing (June 2010), I am
preparing a proof of concept trial as suggestec
by the process improvement team, to establish:
1. Metrics for the trial.
2. Expected outcomes that will prove the

conceDt.
The cost benefits of adopting the I(nowledge
Management strategy.
Engagement of my organisation's web design
team and usability team to find out what the
Help Centre might Iook like.

5. More detailed evaluation of the software
candidates and establishing the costs of
plug-ins and interfaces.

6. Application for a budget for the proof of
concept trial.

There is s).nergy with other projects that means
Technical Documentation can use a CCtrlS the'
are adopting.

Things that hindered
The organisation I work for has been going
through a great deal of change in recent
months, with more changes to come in the
future. This has meant movements of senior
staff and placement of interim managers
to replace them. Temporary or interim

\

!

Explicit

Wiki, Specifications, Design docs,
Test Scripts, Definition docs, and

so on.

Hard
Dated, unknown qualiiy.

Documented and recorded.
Conscious (know you know it)

Shared

4.

Insight
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