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About the speakerAbout the speaker

►► 20+ years as a Bay Area Technical Communicator20+ years as a Bay Area Technical Communicator
►► Consulting/contracting businessConsulting/contracting business

Analyze and plan what documentation is neededAnalyze and plan what documentation is needed
Design and develop documentationDesign and develop documentation
Work on user interface with programmers and others on Work on user interface with programmers and others on 
development teamsdevelopment teams
Incorporate usability techniquesIncorporate usability techniques

►► Teach in Technical Communication certificate Teach in Technical Communication certificate 
programsprograms

UC Berkeley Extension UC Berkeley Extension 
UC Santa Cruz ExtensionUC Santa Cruz Extension
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About youAbout you

►► Students?Students?
Computer science Computer science 
(programmers)(programmers)
Writing or journalismWriting or journalism
OtherOther

►► Faculty?Faculty?
Computer scienceComputer science

Other?

►► Work in software or other Work in software or other 
product development product development 
(Industry?)(Industry?)

ProgrammersProgrammers
EngineersEngineers
Technical writersTechnical writers
Product managersProduct managers
OtherOther

►► Size of organization?Size of organization?
Large companyLarge company
Small company Small company 
StartStart--up

Other?

up
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About you, cont’dAbout you, cont’d

►►Do you write documentation?Do you write documentation?

►►Do you work with those who do?Do you work with those who do?

►►Are you a SME (subject matter expert) for Are you a SME (subject matter expert) for 
writers?writers?

►►Familiar with userFamiliar with user--centered design?centered design?
Know about it?Know about it?
Use it?Use it?
Promote it?Promote it?
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Overview Overview 
►► Defining “documentation” for this talkDefining “documentation” for this talk
►► Examples of documenting at the endExamples of documenting at the end
►► Advantages to starting earlyAdvantages to starting early
►► Questions tech writers ask are key for product usability Questions tech writers ask are key for product usability 

Who the users are Who the users are 
What will product be used for?What will product be used for?
Context in which they will use itContext in which they will use it

►► Keep focus on user perspectiveKeep focus on user perspective
Surface features and concepts that are hard to explain, overly Surface features and concepts that are hard to explain, overly 
complexcomplex

►► Result in improved product as well as documentationResult in improved product as well as documentation
►► Techniques for planning and developing documentation as Techniques for planning and developing documentation as 

the product shiftsthe product shifts
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What is documentation?What is documentation?
Other DocumentationOther Documentation
►► RequirementsRequirements
►► Specifications and design Specifications and design 

documentsdocuments
►► User Interface Style GuidesUser Interface Style Guides
►► Comments in codeComments in code
►► Text in the user interfaceText in the user interface
►► Error messagesError messages
►► Marketing materials (data Marketing materials (data 

sheets, whitepapers, etc)sheets, whitepapers, etc)
►► Training materialsTraining materials
►► Support knowledgebase Support knowledgebase 

(internal or external)(internal or external)

““User documentation” User documentation” 
Print and/or Online Print and/or Online 

►► User manual (concepts and User manual (concepts and 
tasks)tasks)

►► Quick StartQuick Start
►► TutorialTutorial
►► Reference manuals (varied)Reference manuals (varied)

Function ReferenceFunction Reference
Other “look ups”Other “look ups”

►► Administrator guideAdministrator guide
►► InstallationInstallation
►► Maintenance and RepairMaintenance and Repair
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What is documentation?What is documentation?
Other DocumentationOther Documentation
►► RequirementsRequirements
►► Specifications and design Specifications and design 

documentsdocuments
►► User Interface Style GuidesUser Interface Style Guides
►► Comments in codeComments in code
►► Marketing materials (data Marketing materials (data 

sheets, whitepapers, etc)sheets, whitepapers, etc)
►► Training materialsTraining materials
►► Support knowledgebase Support knowledgebase 

(internal or external)(internal or external)

““User documentation” User documentation” 
Print and/or Online Print and/or Online 

►► User manual (concepts and User manual (concepts and 
tasks) tasks) 

►► Quick StartQuick Start
►► TutorialTutorial
►► Reference manuals (varied)Reference manuals (varied)

Function ReferenceFunction Reference
Other “look ups”Other “look ups”

►► Administrator guideAdministrator guide
►► InstallationInstallation
►► Maintenance and RepairMaintenance and Repair
►► Text in the user interfaceText in the user interface
►► Error messagesError messages
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Who writes it? (traditional)Who writes it? (traditional)
““User Documentation”User Documentation”

Print and/or OnlinePrint and/or Online
►► User manuals: User manuals: Tech writerTech writer
►► Online help: Online help: Tech writerTech writer
►► Text in the user interface: Text in the user interface: 

ProgrammerProgrammer
►► Error messages: Error messages: 

ProgrammerProgrammer

Other DocumentationOther Documentation
►► Requirements: Requirements: Product marketing, Product marketing, 

product managementproduct management

►► Specifications and design Specifications and design 
documents: documents: Software developers Software developers 
(programmers) (programmers) 

►► User Interface Style Guide: User Interface Style Guide: UI UI 
Designer, ProgrammerDesigner, Programmer

►► Comments in code: Comments in code: ProgrammerProgrammer

►► Marketing materials: Marketing materials: Product Product 
marketing, Tech writermarketing, Tech writer

►► Training materials: Training materials: Tech writer, Tech writer, 
Trainer, Professional servicesTrainer, Professional services

►► Support knowledgebase (internal Support knowledgebase (internal 
or external): or external): Technical support Technical support 



© Copyright 2004 Linda Urban

Who writes it? (ideal)Who writes it? (ideal)
““User Documentation”User Documentation”

Print and/or OnlinePrint and/or Online
►► User manuals: User manuals: Tech writerTech writer
►► Online help: Online help: Tech writerTech writer
►► Text in the user interface: Text in the user interface: 

Tech writerTech writer
►► Error messages: Error messages: 

Tech writerTech writer

Other DocumentationOther Documentation
►► Requirements: Requirements: Product marketing, Product marketing, 

product managementproduct management

►► Specifications and design Specifications and design 
documents: documents: Software developers Software developers 
(programmers) (programmers) 

►► User Interface Style Guide: User Interface Style Guide: UI UI 
Designer, Programmer, Designer, Programmer, or Tech or Tech 
WriterWriter

►► Comments in code: Comments in code: ProgrammerProgrammer

►► Marketing materials: Marketing materials: Product Product 
marketing, Tech writermarketing, Tech writer

►► Training materials: Training materials: Tech writer, Tech writer, 
Trainer, Professional servicesTrainer, Professional services

►► Support knowledgebase (internal Support knowledgebase (internal 
or external): or external): Technical support Technical support 



© Copyright 2004 Linda Urban

Who writes it? (reality)Who writes it? (reality)
Reality varies…Reality varies…
►► Large company: Specialized work, more likely to Large company: Specialized work, more likely to 

be “traditional” be “traditional” 
►► Very small company (startup): people wear many Very small company (startup): people wear many 

hatshats
Tech writer only at end (if any) Tech writer only at end (if any) 
Or Tech writer writes most docsOr Tech writer writes most docs
Programmer writes docsProgrammer writes docs
Skip many docsSkip many docs

►► Many companies: Limited resources, Rushed Many companies: Limited resources, Rushed 
schedulesschedules

Specialized when possibleSpecialized when possible
Multiple hats, doubleMultiple hats, double--up responsibilitiesup responsibilities
Shortcuts: Drop some documentation Shortcuts: Drop some documentation 
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Who writes it?Who writes it? (limited resources)(limited resources)

““User Documentation”User Documentation”
Print and/or OnlinePrint and/or Online

►► User manuals: User manuals: Tech writerTech writer
►► Online help: Online help: Tech writerTech writer

►► Text in the user interface: Text in the user interface: 
ProgrammerProgrammer

►► Error messages: Error messages: 
ProgrammerProgrammer

Other DocumentationOther Documentation
►► Requirements: Requirements: Product marketing, Product marketing, 

product managementproduct management

►► Specifications and design Specifications and design 
documents: documents: Software developers Software developers 
(programmers) (programmers) 

►► User Interface Style Guide: User Interface Style Guide: UI UI 
Designer, ProgrammerDesigner, Programmer

►► Comments in code: Comments in code: ProgrammerProgrammer

►► Marketing materials: Marketing materials: Product Product 
marketing, Tech writermarketing, Tech writer

►► Training materials: Training materials: Tech writer, Tech writer, 
Trainer, Professional servicesTrainer, Professional services

►► Support knowledgebase (internal Support knowledgebase (internal 
or external): or external): Technical support Technical support 

Limited

Limited

??

??

??

Limited 
or at end
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Mindset when documenting at endMindset when documenting at end

►►Focus is on documenting Focus is on documenting somethingsomething
►►Purpose of documentationPurpose of documentation

Have documentationHave documentation

Document what’s in the productDocument what’s in the product

Have it be accurateHave it be accurate
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ExamplesExamples
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January, not too many years backJanuary, not too many years back
►► Need two manuals: Admin, End UserNeed two manuals: Admin, End User
►► New product shipping in 8 weeks. (Will NOT slip)New product shipping in 8 weeks. (Will NOT slip)
►► Results: Results: 

“Ok” Admin Guide“Ok” Admin Guide
►►Judged by readability, taskJudged by readability, task--orientation, orientation, 

information coverageinformation coverage
►►No indexNo index

“Ok” End User Guide, same criteria“Ok” End User Guide, same criteria
Address user needs Address user needs -- ????
Adequate explanation of technical concepts Adequate explanation of technical concepts -- ????
Ability to improve user interface Ability to improve user interface –– ZeroZero
Hooked into user interface (contextHooked into user interface (context--sensitivity) sensitivity) --
ZeroZero
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This past summerThis past summer

►►Update administrator guide with changes for Update administrator guide with changes for 
new version shipping in 3 weeksnew version shipping in 3 weeks

►►Results: Results: 
Quality of information? Quality of information? –– Not greatNot great
Screenshots updatedScreenshots updated
New information added…in placesNew information added…in places
Improvement of existing information? Improvement of existing information? –– ZeroZero
Ability to improve user interface Ability to improve user interface –– ZeroZero
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More typicalMore typical (new product or major release)(new product or major release)

►► Shipping in 3 months, time to start the docsShipping in 3 months, time to start the docs
(Product has been in development 3 to 9 months)(Product has been in development 3 to 9 months)

►► At some point, project slips 2 weeks to 3 monthsAt some point, project slips 2 weeks to 3 months
►► Actual time for docs: 3.5 to 6 monthsActual time for docs: 3.5 to 6 months
►► Results:Results:

“OK” docs (judged by readability, task orientation, “OK” docs (judged by readability, task orientation, 
information coverage)information coverage)
Additional time has allowed additional coverage, maybe Additional time has allowed additional coverage, maybe 
some user contactsome user contact
Ability to impact user interface Ability to impact user interface –– MaybeMaybe
Hooked into user interface (contextHooked into user interface (context--sensitivity) sensitivity) ––
DoubtfulDoubtful
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MissingMissing

►►More than bare bones analysis of what the More than bare bones analysis of what the 
user needs in the product and the docsuser needs in the product and the docs

►►An opportunity to improve the productAn opportunity to improve the product
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Documentation is part of the productDocumentation is part of the product

►►It should be developed as suchIt should be developed as such

►►It’s expensive to develop the wrong It’s expensive to develop the wrong 
documentationdocumentation

Technical communicator’s skills are more than Technical communicator’s skills are more than 
writing documentationwriting documentation
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Mindset when documenting earlyMindset when documenting early

►►Understand user needsUnderstand user needs
►►Understand goals for product and for Understand goals for product and for 

documentationdocumentation
►►Understand conceptsUnderstand concepts
►►Design appropriate documentationDesign appropriate documentation
►►Collaborate with product designers and Collaborate with product designers and 

developersdevelopers
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HighHigh--level questionslevel questions

►►What will product be used for?What will product be used for?
►►Who are the users?Who are the users?
►►When and were will they use it?When and were will they use it?
►►What words do they use to describe tasks What words do they use to describe tasks 

the product lets them do?the product lets them do?
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Questions when looking at Questions when looking at 
requirements or specs requirements or specs 

►►What do those terms mean? (on the screen, What do those terms mean? (on the screen, 
in menus)in menus)

►►Why are these features grouped together?Why are these features grouped together?
►►What order are these functions done in?What order are these functions done in?



© Copyright 2004 Linda Urban

Focus on user experienceFocus on user experience

►►User experience is of LEARNING and USING User experience is of LEARNING and USING 
the productthe product

►►Not on mastering product featuresNot on mastering product features
►►Reminder of context of use: user’s contextReminder of context of use: user’s context
►►Get into the field, talk to usersGet into the field, talk to users

InterviewsInterviews
Task analysisTask analysis
ObservationObservation
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The Perfect UserThe Perfect User

“This creature is known as an elecamonglebat, being an unusual hybrid of elephant, camel, 
monkey, eagle, and bat. It represents the perfect user during design meetings. Unfortunately, it 
is exceedingly rare in the wild.”    Image copyright William Hudson and Alex Brychta.
From “User-Centered Design with Use Case Methods,” a tutorial by William Hudson. 
http://www.syntagm.co.uk/ucuml.htm
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When learning about product, When learning about product, 
the writer discoversthe writer discovers

►►Features that are complexFeatures that are complex
►►Concepts that are hard to explainConcepts that are hard to explain

What to do with that information?What to do with that information?
►►Write better documentation?Write better documentation?
►►Yes, but…Yes, but…
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The sad truthThe sad truth

►► No one No one wantswants to read the documentation…to read the documentation…

…and mostly, they avoid it…and mostly, they avoid it

So, what to do?So, what to do?
►► Use the writer’s skills and insight to improve the Use the writer’s skills and insight to improve the 

productproduct

(As well as develop the documentation)(As well as develop the documentation)
Much more satisfying, for everyone!Much more satisfying, for everyone!
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Product VisionsProduct Visions

From Fred Tepfer’s website at Oregon State: 
http://www.uoregon.edu/~ftepfer/SchlFacilities/TireSwingTable.html
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What writers can do, when there’s no What writers can do, when there’s no 
product yetproduct yet

►► Analyze what’s neededAnalyze what’s needed
►► Understand audienceUnderstand audience

IdentifyIdentify
ObserveObserve
InterviewInterview

►► Task analysisTask analysis
►► Design documentsDesign documents
►► Create content specCreate content spec
►► Create prototypesCreate prototypes
►► Do usability analysisDo usability analysis

ImprovesImproves
►► Doc and ProductDoc and Product
►► Doc and ProductDoc and Product

►► Doc and ProductDoc and Product
►► DocDoc
►► DocDoc
►► Doc and ProductDoc and Product
►► Doc and ProductDoc and Product
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Review the UI and workflow for clarity Review the UI and workflow for clarity 
and usabilityand usability

►►Review terminology and grammarReview terminology and grammar
Labels groupingsLabels groupings

►►Define terms, and reach agreement on what Define terms, and reach agreement on what 
things are calledthings are called

►►Identify jargon, and help eliminate itIdentify jargon, and help eliminate it

►►Review task flow (map user tasks to product)Review task flow (map user tasks to product)
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How starting early helps the How starting early helps the 
documentationdocumentation
►►Make sure you create the right documents, Make sure you create the right documents, 

for the right usersfor the right users

►►Clarify UI, thereby simplifying the job Clarify UI, thereby simplifying the job 
documentation needs to dodocumentation needs to do

►►Start in time to produce better documentsStart in time to produce better documents

►►Shorten production scheduleShorten production schedule
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How starting early helps the productHow starting early helps the product

►► Improve the UI and work flowImprove the UI and work flow

►► Bring user perspective to the development teamBring user perspective to the development team

►► Develop tools the whole team can use Develop tools the whole team can use 
(Example: Personas, UI Style Guides)(Example: Personas, UI Style Guides)

►► Provide drafts earlyProvide drafts early
When people read the manual is often when people When people read the manual is often when people 
begin to recognize problemsbegin to recognize problems
I didn’t know it did thatI didn’t know it did that
It’s not supposed to do thatIt’s not supposed to do that
It doesn’t work that way (oh YES it does!)It doesn’t work that way (oh YES it does!)
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What if the writer has other What if the writer has other 
projects?projects?
►►This is typicalThis is typical

►►Still good to be involved, even if it’s on a Still good to be involved, even if it’s on a 
very partial basisvery partial basis

►►Ask appropriate questionsAsk appropriate questions

►►Bring user viewpoint to the design and Bring user viewpoint to the design and 
development processdevelopment process
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Techniques for technical writersTechniques for technical writers
Writing during development means writing about Writing during development means writing about 

shifting content. So what to do?shifting content. So what to do?
►► Focus on user needs and tasksFocus on user needs and tasks
►► Create a content specCreate a content spec
►► Map user needs and tasks Map user needs and tasks 

to the productto the product
to planned content to planned content 

►► Design and create sample pages (prototype)Design and create sample pages (prototype)
►► Develop a style guideDevelop a style guide

Include structure as well as look and feel, terminologyInclude structure as well as look and feel, terminology

►► Write concepts firstWrite concepts first
►► Include tasks in the outline, but hold off on detailsInclude tasks in the outline, but hold off on details
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Thank you!Thank you!

►►Questions?Questions?

►►Discussion, Q&ADiscussion, Q&A

►►Contact Linda at: Contact Linda at: lurban@earthlink.netlurban@earthlink.net

mailto:lurban@earthlink.net
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