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Introduction

This book is designed to help writers in the computer industry make their
product documentation more useful, attractive, and accessible to their pay-
ing customers by building in quality from the beginning.

To produce good documentation, a technical writer has to play many
roles: market researcher, library designer, contract negotiator, interviewer,
technical researcher, scheduler, financial planner, customer advocate, task
analyst, peer reviewer, writer, editor, project manager, moderator of review
meetings, planner for translation and foreign distribution, book designer,
layout artist, typesetter, legal researcher, usability test coordinator, in-
dexer, glossary writer, distributor, and proofreader.

Writers in one- or two-person writing shops might do all of these jobs and
more. Those in larger shops might specialize at first and then rotate into
other jobs over time. Mastering all the skills needed to produce quality com-
puter documentation is not easy; this book presents a comprehensive
“crash course” in the field.

If you are a new or prospective technical writer, or an experienced writer
interested in improving the quality of your documentation, this book is for
you. Computer designers, engineers, programmers, and product planners—
anyone who writes technical information that others must read and use—
will also find many helpful tips and techniques.

Although this book is not designed specifically as a textbook, it includes
enough practical examples to serve as a reference for students and instruc-
tors of technical writing.
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Chapter

Achieving Quality
through Library Design

Writers in the computer industry don’t set out to produce books that over-
whelm, bore, confuse, and irritate customers. When these results occur,
writers tend to blame insufficient time, training, or equipment; inadequate
audience and market analyses; or red tape of various kinds, including poor
communications among people and politically motivated decisions. Some
companies, however, produce good books despite these conditions, be-
cause their writers understand quality and use a well-defined process to
achieve it.

This chapter offers an introduction to task analysis, a discussion of library
design, a definition of quality, and a discussion of various influences on the
quality of computer documentation.

Support for Customers’ Tasks

High-quality computer documentation is designed, first and foremost, to
support the tasks that buyers of the product want to performm. Customers
might or might not take an interest in the details of the various functions,
but they always want clear information on how to get their work done when
they use the product.

For example, a common task for customers using a word processing or a
desktop publishing program is to place the page number on the page: they
want to know how to position it at the top or bottom of the page and at the
right, center, or left of the line. Good documentation explains in one place
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all the steps necessary for customers to place the page number exactly
where they want it. Less effective documentation might bury the page num-
ber under a discussion of running headers and footers, discuss top and bot-
tom placement in a different section from right, center, or left placement, or
neglect to mention that page numbering is a built-in function that can’t be
changed. Flaws like these result from failing to think about how customers
are going to use the product and what tasks or jobs they want to do. In a
sense, everything is a task.

Universal tasks

The following universal tasks associated with software products can ac-
commodate even conceptual and descriptive information:

® Evaluation. Deciding whether to purchase and install the product

® Planning. Deciding on the type, number, and location of the products
to install, as well as the relationships among the products

® Installing. Setting up the product for use

® Administration. Managing the resources of the product, including its
users

® Operation. Starting, stopping, and maintaining the product
® Tazloring. Tuning the product for specific situations

® Programming. Designing, coding, compiling, running, debugging, and
testing programs written for use with the product

® Diagnosis. Recovering from error conditions
® F'nd use. Performing end-user tasks with the product

(from Information Development Guideline: Task-Oriented Libraries
published in 1986 by IBM)

Using these universal tasks can help you group similar information into
one book or, for a one-book library, into the same section of the book. You
should also ensure that the subtasks present procedural information that
helps customers achieve their objectives. (For an example of a detailed
task analysis, see “Detailed task analysis for an installation node” on page
60.)

Library design

A good first step in achieving high-quality computer publications is library
design. A lzbrary is a set of books supporting a computer product. The de-
sign of a library includes determining how much and what type of informa-
tion to present, analyzing the audience, dividing the information into books,
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deciding on the format, providing a design guide to ensure consistency
throughout the library, and then developing a publications plan.

Planners, managers, or experienced writers usually design the library for
a new product, but less-experienced writers should also understand the
principles involved. Even if the product requires only one book, the process
of designing a library is still useful because it ensures that the information
is organized appropriately.

Determining the information to present

Before you can decide how much and what type of information the cus-
tomer needs, you must thoroughly understand the product. Study the mar-
keting objectives and technical specifications of the product to find answers
to the following questions:

® [s it a new product or an update of an existing product?

m [s it a large-scale product for an entire system, a small single-purpose
product, or something in between?

® What is the main function it performs?

® How many subfunctions does it contain and what are they for?

® How complex are the subfunctions?

® Who will use the product and what will be their most common tasks?

® How many ways can the product be used (selecting from menus, clicking
on icons with a mouse, entering commands, and writing programs, for ex-
ample)?

® What makes this product stand out among competitors’ products?

With these questions answered, determine how many of the universal
tasks listed on page 2 are relevant to the product:

® Will customers need information on evaluating the product and de-
ciding whether to buy it? For a new product, describe the features that
no competing product provides. For a new release of an existing product,
explain the enhancements added since the last release.

® Will customers need information on planning the number and loca-
tion of each installation? For example, most networking and commu-
nications products require extensive planning because the interactions
among different types of hardware and software are quite complex.

® Will customers need information on installing the product? For a
simple, automatic install, they might need to know only the command to
type, but for a large, complicated product, they might require extensive
assistance.
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® Will customers need information on administrative tasks? Product
resources that need to be monitored and maintained might include users,
data, memory, programs, network nodes, and workstations.

® Will customers need information on daily operations? These opera-
tions might include starting and stopping the program, restarting the sys-
tem after a power failure or some other emergency, maintaining records
on the use of system resources, and replacing failing components.

® Will customers need information on tailoring the product for a spe-
cific environment? For example, a customer might want to speed up
access to a resource, protect part of a system from novice users, or en-
hance a search facility.

® Will customers nmeed information on application programming? If
user-written programs can interact with the product, customers will need
information on writing code in the supported languages.

 Will customers need information on diagnosing errors and recover-
ing from problems? You might need to provide only a telephone num-
ber to call for service, or you might need to provide extensive problem
analysis and resolution information.

® How much information will customers meed for end-user tasks?
Programmers and administrators might require little or no basic informa-
tion, while general office workers might need only basic information on
end-user tasks.

With these questions answered, sort the product information tasks and
list all the tasks that different types of users can perform with the prod-
uct. Duplicate tasks will become apparent. All users, for example, might
need to log on, but you don’t need to repeat the logon steps in each book
in the library.

An important part of library design is deciding where to place common
tasks and how to cross-reference these tasks with other books. In general,
you'll use a sifting method:

B Tasks everyone must do should go in the end-user information and should
be written for the novice user.

® Tasks all technical people might want to do should go in the administra-
tive book.

® Tasks that only specialists do should go in the programming, service, or
error-recovery book.

® Reference information usually doesn’t contain tasks, so it can go wher-
ever it fits best, sometimes in a book or section by itself.

The sifting method lets you group similar tasks together and keep cross-
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references to a minimum. It can be a minor annoyance for customers to flip
to other sections of a book, but it’s a real source of irritation to send them to
books they might not have.

Analyzing the audience

Analyzing the audience and dividing information into books should take
place at almost the same time, since the two activities are closely related.

Each book should be designed for a specific audience, such as “experi-
enced programmers who write COBOL programs to access a host database”
or “network administrators who are responsible for setting up, configuring,
and maintaining a local area network.” (Tailoring information to a specific
group of product users is the subject of Chapter 2.)

Dividing the information into books

The chief library designer is usually responsible for establishing the initial
division of product information into separate books. For each book, the de-
signer usually provides an estimate of the length, an audience description,
a tentative list of the topics to be covered, and a writing schedule. The de-
signer might also point out relevant source material for the writers and pro-
vide a list of technical reviewers for each book.

During the book development cycle, the designer also monitors the books
to ensure that the library doesn’t contain redundant or inconsistent infor-
mation. (Chapter 4 contains more information on dividing information into
books.)

Deciding on format and design

Good design is transparent; it is invisible to the reader. The reader should
be able to move comfortably through the book, basically unaware of the de-
sign elements.

If you use good design, the reader can focus on the content and on the
task at hand—Ilearning, using, understanding, or retrieving information.
Your job is to get the reader into the book and out of it as quickly as possi-
ble. (Chapters 7 and 8 contain more information on the physical design and
production of a book.)

Providing a design guide to ensure consistency

An important step in producing a good book or library is to construct a de-
sign guide—a document that defines and describes design elements, such
as use of color, book components, depiction of menus and screen displays,
and page size. You need this information to ensure that the design of your
book or library is consistent, and the print shop you work with needs this in-
formation to produce exactly the appearance you want.
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Your design guide can be very informal, just a collection of notes to your-
self, or it can be formalized and circulated—especially if several people are
working on your book or on related books in a product library. Close adher-
ence to the specifications described in the design guide is the key to ensur-
ing consistency.

A design guide is different from a style guide; you need both to ensure
good writing, consistent style, and good design. You might already have an in-
house style guide that you follow for each project. A style guide describes
how to handle items such as bulleted lists, equations and calculations, abbre-
viations, units of measurement, paragraph indentations, presentation of art-
work, copyright notices, and other stylistic matters.

Your organization might also have its own favorite grammar and writing
handbook that the writers should follow. In some cases, sections on writ-
ing mechanics are part of a style guide. In addition, some style guides con-
tain elements traditionally found in a design guide, or your organization
might have a document called a design guide that includes information
traditionally found in style guides. Whatever they are called, you need to
be sure to have documents available to address design, style, and writing
mechanics. (For an example of a style guide and a design guide, see Ap-
pendices A and B.)

Developing a publications plan

A publications plan is a set of specifications for the documentation that
supports a product. For a small or one-book library, the plan might be
brief and informal, but for a large library, the plan might be a lengthy, de-
tailed document. Most publications plans include some or all of the fol-
lowing:

® A description of the product

® The packaging plan for the books—are all the books included with the
product diskettes, or are some sold separately from the product? How
can the books be ordered?

® Information on whether the books will be translated into other languages
® A list containing the following information about each book in the library:

~ The title of the document

~ The medium of the document (printed or online)
~ The estimated length in pages or panels

~ The writer(s) assigned to the book

~ The purpose of the book

~ The audience for whom the book is intended
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~ The schedule for distributing and reviewing the outline and each draft
of the book

~ The last date for changes to the book before it is printed

~ The required reviewers of the book

~ A description of the content expected in the book

~ The manufacturing specifications of the book, such as the page size
and the binding method

Typically, a publications planner or experienced writer produces the plan
and distributes it to all those who might be affected by it: writers, program-
mers, marketing personnel, manufacturing schedulers, and managers, for
example.

Defining Quality in Computer Documentation

The most important indicator of quality is that the information helps cus-
tomers do their work. Some other characteristics of excellent documenta-
tion are that it is easy to understand and use, it enables information to be
easily retrieved, its format and visual devices are effective, it is consistent in
style and tone, and it is meticulously written.

Technical accuracy and completeness

Technical accuracy means that the product works the way the documen-
tation says it does, as based on actual experience rather than theory. To en-
sure that your document is technically accurate, carefully check the
correctness of each of the following:

® Text and artwork representing the user interface

® The functions, commands, and routines of the product
® Parameters, input and output values, and defaults

® Error messages and recovery procedures

® Navigation paths through the product panels

® User actions and their results

Technical completeness means that the documentation covers every-
thing the customer might want to do with the product or might need to
know about it. A technically complete document might also include some or
all of the following, if appropriate for the intended audience:

® Information on the fastest, safest, least expensive, or easiest way to ac-
complish a task
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® Information on how often and when to perform certain tasks
m Reference information
® [nformation on preventing and recovering from unexpected results

If you can anticipate how customers might use the product in relation to
other products, the documentation should give them some guidance on the
probable interactions. This kind of information might be difficult for you to
find, but it is very useful to customers when you can provide it. (Chapter 3
offers several ways to locate this kind of information.)

Ease of understanding and use

Your documentation should be easy for the intended audience to under-
stand, whether the customers are novices or experts. The writing should be
at a level appropriate to the audience, and you should include enough clear
explanations, examples, and illustrations to enable customers to under-
stand the information.

Documentation is easy to use only if customers can find what they're
looking for and then act upon what they've found. The documentation
should ensure customers’ success in using the product.

A document that’s easy to understand and use employs clear, concise
writing that’s simple and to the point. It also carefully separates introduc-
tory information from procedural information that requires the customer to
take some action. Its steps are easy to understand and perform, its logical
organization makes sense to the customer, and it provides careful cross-ref-
erences to related information.

Retrievability

Documentation should be arranged so that customers can find specific in-
formation quickly and easily. You can improve retrievability in your docu-
mentation by including the following aids:

® A book cover or dust jacket displaying the title of the book

® Table of contents

® List of tables

® List of figures

® Chapter and section headings

® Cross-references

® Glossary

® Index

® Physical devices, such as die-cut tabs, bleeding tabs, and dividers



