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PLAN AND STRUCTURE
[bookmark: _Hlk84001946]In this lesson we will try to explain how to use the Technical Writing Process to plan your documentation project. Planning is essential to a successful project, but it’s certainly not one-size-fits-all. This chapter shows how to customize the Technical Writing Process to suit your project, big or small. It explains how to apply basic project management techniques - such as creating a plan and timeline, defining scope, and tracking progress - to set up your documentation project for success. It also explains essential technical writing ‘groundwork’ such as applying the correct style guide and templates for your writing scenario, leveraging existing information, and selecting the appropriate writing tools and techniques.
Plan

Write
Review
Publish

• Define scope, stakeholders & process
• Select techniques & tools
• Review Doc. Plan with stakeholders
• Schedule project 
• Check for templates or style guides
• Gather information 
•Track progress
• Create table of contents (if required)
• Review table of contents with subject matter experts / stakeholders
• Write first draft
• Review draft with subject matter experts
• Review & revise draft to final stage
• Format / lay out draft
• Edit & check draft
• Define review team
• Conduct stakeholder review
• Collate feedback & revise draft
• Obtain approval to publish
• Controlled Document 
• Message to Stakeholders
Activities
Tools / Outputs
• Finalize document (formatting, proofreading, etc.)
• Establish document control 
• Publish final draft
• Communicate with stakeholders
Structure

Technical Writing Process
Steps
• Technical Writing Process
• Documentation Plan
• Documentation Timeline / Schedule
• Deliverables Matrix / Worksheet
• Status Tracker
• Drafts (First, Interim, Final)
• Editing Checklist
• Editing Sheet
• Review Matrix
• Message to Review Team
• Review Log
• Approved Draft
• Table of contents

This lesson covers the planning activities you need to carry out to set up your documentation project for success. They include key activities such as defining scope, customizing the Technical Writing Process to suit your project, scheduling, and creating a Documentation Plan.
One of the first things that any good writer should do before they put pen to paper is create a Documentation Plan. This key document defines the scope of your project (the documents you’re going to write, who the intended audience is, etc.) and the process you’ll follow to execute the project.
If your project involves multiple deliverables (and most technical writing projects do), your Documentation Plan will be supported by a Deliverables Matrix, which lists every document to be written and their key attributes. However, it’s not enough to know what documents you have to write-you also have to know when to write them! This is where the Documentation Timeline and Schedule come in. The purpose of these tools is to help you work out the timeframe of your project (i.e. create a schedule), and put that schedule into a format that others can understand.
Often, the task of scheduling will be handled by your manager or a project manager, but over the years I’ve found that the responsibility just as frequently falls into the technical writer’s lap. If you intend on skipping the scheduling section, it’s worth remembering that these skills may come in handy someday - technical writers who have the ability to offload tasks such as scheduling from their manager increase their value to the company, in addition to learning useful new skills.
Before you proceed to the Structure step, you will need to consider which tools (such as word processors or help authoring tools) to use for the job, if they haven’t already been provided or mandated by your company. You’ll need to consider whether it’s worth implementing more advanced technical writing techniques such as single sourcing, component content management and XML-based authoring. These techniques aren’t beginner level, but it’s important to be aware of them - even if you don’t use them, they can still inform your work.
The final section in the Plan chapter discusses keeping track of your work with a Status Tracker. This is a simple (but extremely handy) tool that you can use to monitor the progress of each deliverable, and one which I invariably use on every single technical documentation project.
To give your planning the best chance of success, you’ll need to work closely with your manager, stakeholders, and subject matter experts through workshops and one-on- one meetings. I’ve always found that the best results are achieved when you can create consensus and a shared sense of mission amongst your project stakeholders, aligning everyone on the same goals and agreement on how you’ll get there, i.e. the process.
Sound like a lot of work? It is! However, you’ll be glad you put the right effort into planning. If you do, you’re much more likely to succeed, and less likely to experience any nasty surprises later on. As Benjamin Franklin (reputedly) said: ‘If you fail to plan, you are planning to fail.
The importance of collaboration
It’s important for a technical writer to be fully engaged with the project team and project goals. Technical documentation is just one part of an overall whole-whether that’s a product, procedure or something else. To create effective documentation that serves the audience’s requirements, it pays to consult widely.
By fully engaging with the project team from the outset, you’ll create a much better understanding of what’s expected from you as a writer, how you’re going to get there (i.e., your own Technical Writing Process) and how the project team can support you (e.g., by providing you with existing information, allowing adequate time for subject matter expert reviews, etc.).
Stakeholder
A person with a stake (i.e., interest) in your project. Typically, this will include your manager, the project manager, the project sponsor, members of the project team, and representatives of key business functions who have an interest in your project (e.g., risk management, legal counsel, health and safety).
[bookmark: bookmark7]Define scope, stakeholders and process
A Documentation Plan defines what you’re expected to deliver - that is, the scope of your project, who your stakeholders are, and the process you’re going to follow to deliver the project. Think of a Documentation Plan as the road map for your technical documentation project, showing - in writing, at a high level - the deliverables you’re expected to produce, the general purpose and aims of your documentation project, and how you intend to go about creating those deliverables. It’s a key document that informs your entire project.
For the process section of your Documentation Plan, I recommend you modify the Technical Writing Process to suit your project, and copy and paste it into your plan under the heading Process. This makes it clear to everyone how you intend to execute your technical documentation project.
A Deliverables Matrix takes the scope one step further, breaking down each deliverable into a spreadsheet and listing each deliverable against its key characteristics. Of course, if you only have one document to deliver, there’s no need for a Deliverables Matrix. However, in my experience that’s usually never the case. Writers are typically responsible for delivering numerous deliverables - dozens or even hundreds of documents in a single project certainly aren’t uncommon scenarios.
You may find that the exact quantity and nature of the deliverables is quite unclear at the outset of your project. If that’s the case, define the deliverables via a series of workshops or meetings with your stakeholders in which you discuss and agree on the quantity and features of each deliverable. Use a Deliverables Worksheet to capture notes in longhand form about the characteristics of each deliverable during the workshops. This then becomes the starting point for your Deliverables Matrix.
Scope
Generally, the work that is to be done in a project. In this book, when I talk about scope, I usually mean product scope, which can be defined as ‘the sum of features that characterize a product’. For example, if your product is a printed user guide booklet, the product scope would include features such as the intended audience, publication format, desired number of pages, translation requirements, paper size, etc. Another type of scope is project scope: the activities that need to be performed in order to create the product / technical document. In a technical documentation project, project scope is defined at a high level by your Technical Writing Process, and at a more detailed level by your Documentation Schedule (if you have one).
Workshop
A meeting in which a group of stakeholders works collaboratively to solve a problem or reach a greater understanding. Workshops are different from meetings because they tend to be more interactive, free- flowing and informal, with all attendees encouraged to contribute and share ideas.
Documentation Plan
In my experience, technical writers can often start projects with very little in the way of a brief - that is, clear instructions on what they’re expected to produce. In fact, your manager or the company may not even be aware themselves of all the deliverables that are required or what they should look like.
This is where it pays to develop a Documentation Plan. Documentation Plans are vital documents for many reasons: they give shape to the expectations of your project; provide a forum for discussing and agreeing on the scope with a wide range of stakeholders; and, perhaps most importantly, serve as a contract of sorts between you and the company, showing what is expected to be delivered in the agreed timeframe.
Of course, you’ll need to develop your plan in consultation with your manager or the project team. Once you have a Documentation Plan, you’ll find yourself referring to it frequently, at least in the early stages of your project.
· Purpose describes the reason for the existence of the Documentation Plan (e.g. ‘this document is a plan to create user documentation for the XYZ device,’ ‘this document is a plan to create procedures for the XYZ department’).
· Deliverables in a technical documentation project are the technical documents you’ve been hired to write. This doesn’t include deliverables which support the project such as plans and schedules.
· Requirements are the high-level needs that your documentation project must fulfil (e.g., ‘to deliver content that meets the needs of the top 80 per cent of the user community,’ ‘simple enough for new starters at the company to use,’ ‘contain enough information for users to assemble, connect and power up their device’).
· Regulatory Requirements are a particular type of requirement. They arise from compliance obligations imposed by law (regulations, statutes, etc.) or standards (health and safety, quality, etc.). These can be quite complex and vary from industry to industry and country to country.
· Audience defines the characteristics of the people who will use the documentation. It’s important to build an accurate picture of your audience in technical writing so you can build empathy with it and focus your documentation on its needs.
· Assumptions, Constraints and Dependencies are where the logic underlying your planning and scheduling is made explicit. Read on for a detailed explanation.
· Process defines the steps and activities you’re going to carry out to complete the project. For this section, I recommend you modify the Technical Writing Process to suit. 
· Key Milestones are the important dates in your project (e.g., completion of key deliverables, kick-off of review cycles, publication date for the final draft).
· Roles & Responsibilities is where you define your subject matter experts, review team members and stakeholders.
· Resources provide links to relevant supporting documentation such as requirements or specifications for the product to be documented or older versions of a user guide or manual.
Assumptions, constraints and dependencies are used to crystallize the logic underlying your plan. Formalizing these factors helps to create the basis for your planning and scheduling:
· Assumptions are educated guesses that underpin your planning and scheduling. They are made when it’s not possible to be sure about a factor that’s relevant to your plan, but a judgement call needs to be made so that you can proceed. For example: ‘review cycles will have a turnaround time of two weeks, ‘the translation agency can translate five pages per day,’ ‘it takes a technical writer 30 minutes to edit one page,’ ‘the marketing department will provide a resource to assist with formatting documents.’ Assumptions should be tested to make sure they’re valid, as they can have a significant impact on your project.
· Constraints are the boundaries of your project. They’re usually expressed in terms of cost, time and scope, for example: ‘we have budgeted for two technical writers at $X per hour for six months,’ ‘the user guide must be finalized and approved two weeks prior to the product launch,’ ‘the documentation must be authored in XYZ software,’ ‘the documentation must be approved by a full meeting of the project steering committee before it is considered fit for use.’
· Dependencies are relationships between activities where the success of one activity depends on another, for example: ‘funding will be approved on 30 March to bring in five technical writers for 6 months to develop the documentation,’ ‘the test system will be available on 20 April to validate the instructions,’ ‘phase one of software development will be finalized by 15 October so work can start on the user guide.’ Dependencies can exist around many aspects of your plan, so only list the most important ones here.
· Document Control. Before you get to the Structure step, make sure your Documentation Plan is signed off (i.e. approved) by your manager or project stakeholders. Preferably, approval should come in the form of an email or signature (physical or electronic) by your manager or stakeholders, or at least the most senior stakeholder. You can then complete the document control section at the top.
To fill in the blanks under these headings, you’ll need to leverage the initial briefing with your manager or the project team to capture as much detail as you can early on. This will form the basis of your initial Documentation Plan.
Once you’ve created the initial plan, set up a meeting or workshop with your manager or the project stakeholders. Use this meeting to refine the Documentation Plan until you’re confident that it accurately captures everyone’s expectations about the project scope. You may require several meetings in order to get it fully nailed down. Aim for up to half a dozen pages in your finished plan - there’s no need for padding.
Good technical writing can be a branding exercise and an enabler for the product whilst also covering all the traditional technical bases.
If you’re documenting a product, don’t forget to include the brand gatekeepers: product managers or the marketing team. In my experience, many technical writers tend to affiliate themselves with the technical stakeholders such as the engineering team, but it’s important to recognize the role of the non-technical players in creating a product as well. Good technical writing can be a branding exercise and an enabler for the product whilst also covering all the traditional technical bases.
Try to avoid a tick-the-box mentality while you’re doing this-the aim of a Documentation Plan isn’t simply to populate a template. Creating a Documentation Plan is the means by which you arrive at a comprehensive understanding of what you’re supposed to be delivering, and how you’re going to deliver it.
It pays to know who’s who in the zoo. When you start a new project, it’s tempting to focus just on the immediate team - your manager, their manager, your colleagues. If you don’t take the time to discover who your true stakeholders are, though, you could be in for a nasty surprise later on in your project. This is particularly true for global companies, as I discovered myself whilst working for a large multinational company. Focusing on the head office where I was based, I thought I’d done my homework and gotten to know everyone who had a stake in my project. It was only at review time that the real stakeholders appeared out of the woodwork, in their masses - product managers, experts and production personnel from the many satellite offices who turned out to have a far greater say in the project than the local team I’d thought carried all the weight!
Leveraging the initial briefing
Technical writing projects often start out with an initial briefing between writer and manager. This will usually occur shortly after you’ve been hired, and your manager will typically set it up (if they don’t, be proactive and propose one).
This is the traditional place where the manager outlines their vision for the documentation, and gives the writer a data dump: a description of the project, the key players, what their expectations are around timing and (more often than not) a pile of existing documentation (e.g. requirements documents, project plans, etc.). It will be expected that you’ll use this meeting as an opportunity to ask questions, so don’t be afraid to speak up!
This initial briefing is a great opportunity to not just capture information, but also to make an early start on your Documentation Plan. Take your notepad to this meeting and jot down as much as you can - this will provide the basis of your plan. It’s essential to take notes, as the amount of information exchanged can quickly result in information overload at this stage.
Whilst the briefing is still fresh in your mind, start populating your Documentation Plan, noting any questions you have (you will probably have many at this stage). Do this as soon after the meeting as practically possible. This is your draft Documentation Plan. This is a great starting point for the discussions you’ll need to have to complete your plan, and it’ll also get the ball rolling on your project quickly.
Continue to iterate your plan with your manager or the project team until you’re confident you’ve got the scope nailed. At that point, ask your manager or the project team for formal approval.
The benefits of consensus
Creating your Documentation Plan is a great opportunity to achieve consensus amongst your stakeholders about the scope of your project. Consensus (particularly early on in the planning stage) is a good thing because it dramatically reduces the likelihood of surprises later down the track, or of someone becoming offended if they feel their views haven’t been considered.
In this way, the process of arriving at a Documentation Plan is just as important as the Documentation Plan itself because it irons out many of the potential problems or misunderstandings that inevitably arise later on in the project. It’s invaluable, both for you and the stakeholders, in developing a comprehensive understanding of the documents that need to be written.
Writers who embrace this highly consultative, iterative (and sometimes frustrating) stage of the process will find themselves in good stead later down the track.
Defining the audience
Understanding the audience(s) and how they are going to interact with your documentation is a key factor in successful technical writing.
It’s also something that technical writers don’t always have the opportunity to do, whether because of time constraints, not having much say in the planning process, or simply because interacting with customers hasn’t traditionally been seen as part of the technical writer’s role.
Don’t let this constrain you. Use the planning step to build a profile of your documentation’s audience using whatever means available. Start by interviewing subject matter experts - such as product managers and key members of the engineering team - who are familiar with the audience’s profile and needs. They may have performed similar profiling already, which will provide a good basis on which to build your own profile.
If possible (and if your company allows it), check that your profiling is accurate by talking to a member of your audience or someone who shares similar characteristics. Try to step into these people’s shoes as much as possible to understand the challenges they face using the product, process or technology. It can help to build a persona (a fictional character) to represent the key characteristics of a particular audience (‘What would Jennifer [a persona] do in this instance?’).
Use this profile to inform decision-making on the type and quantity of deliverables required, their internal structure, subject matter to cover, publication format and so on.
Here are some questions to consider when building your profile. I’ve used the Five Ws (and One H) method to provide you with a simple methodology to create a profile of your documentation’s audience(s):
‘Who is the audience?’
Try answering this question in a single sentence, capturing only the bare essentials about your audience(s). Your documentation will most likely have several key audiences which you can define and distinguish.
Here are some examples: ‘Audience X includes new starters at the company with no prior experience in our systems and procedures.’ ‘Audience Y includes elderly customers who have difficulty reading small fonts.’ ‘Audience Z includes surgical staff members who will use the documentation in theatre.’
This question gets you started by creating a concise, general description of your audience which answers a few key demographical questions about how it’ll interact with your documentation.
When you’re creating these descriptions, look at the level of knowledge that can be assumed. Does the audience have any prior knowledge of the subject matter, or is it new to the product or process? What other key characteristics of this audience differentiates it from the others, and presents unique challenges for it?
Don’t forget to identify audiences who aren’t end users of the product or process. For example, if you’re creating documentation for a medical device, one of your key audiences will be regulatory bodies such as the United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which will have certain expectations and requirements of the documentation.
‘Why does the audience need the documentation?’
When answering this question, look for the key problem or issue that the audience faces which the documentation solves. For example, do these people need to get up to speed with a new product or process in the minimum amount of time? Are they already proficient in the product or process, and simply require an aide memoir such as a quick reference guide?
This is your chance to dig a little deeper into the audience’s needs and consider the world from its point of view. Is your documentation solving a problem it faces? Equally important, is it solving a non-problem (in other words, is it just adding noise without being of any additional value)?
‘When will the audience use the documentation?’
This is a very important question to ask, because it may reveal that your audience requires different documentation at different times, as it interacts with the product or process. I like to think of this as mapping out a journey as the user interacts with the product or process. Some companies even depict this visually to create a map of how their customers or employees interact with their products and systems.
Here’s an example of a typical journey. When users receive a new product, they require a getting started guide to allow them to activate the product, and get it running with the basic functionality in the minimum possible time. Down the track in their journey, the same users want to explore more advanced functionality, maintenance or troubleshooting, hence creating a requirement for a more detailed user guide. Once familiar with the product, perhaps the users will simply prefer to have a quick reference guide containing common commands or shortcuts.
Think about your audience’s journey in terms of specific moments in time when it faces a clearly identifiable problem that your documentation solves. This may create the requirement for new types of documentation that hadn’t previously been considered, or it could change the thinking on what the most suitable documentation is.
‘Where and how will the audience use the documentation?’
Think about where and how your audience will use the documentation - this will be a key factor in determining publication format, translation requirements and configuration for different countries.
Consider where the product or process will be used (e.g. at home, on the factory floor, or in an office). Your audience members may not have ready access to a computer whilst they’re using the product or process. They may require a printed user guide or a poster positioned next to a machine or assembly line. If the documentation will be used in an operating theatre, should it be laminated to prevent contamination and allow cleaning? On the other hand, your audience members may have a preference for information to be available on the web or a smartphone app, where they can search it, rather than having to wade through a 300-page printed manual.
Another factor to consider is translation. Is the product, process or technology used in non-English-speaking countries? What are the key markets around the world? This will guide you in determining translation requirements. Of course, translation comes at a (sometimes substantial) cost, so you’ll need to investigate this one with your manager or whoever’s responsible for the budget.
Different countries may also have unique regulatory requirements that will need to be catered to, in order for the product to be sold in that jurisdiction. For example, different countries may require different disclaimers, warnings and symbols in the documentation.
Finally, check that the configuration of the product is the same across all markets. It’s not unusual for products that are sold in multiple countries to have different configurations for each country. If that’s the case, you may need to explain in the user manual that feature X is not available in country Y, or produce tailored versions of the documentation for each country’s unique product configuration.
[bookmark: bookmark9]‘What’s important to the audience?’
What are the audience’s top need-to-know priorities in terms of product features or aspects of the process? You may find that some content is almost never used (and can be removed or minimized) or is unclear or confusing (which may indicate that some aspect of the product or document needs redesign), or that the structure needs to be reconfigured to make high-priority information more easily accessible.
If your project involves many deliverables, this question might get you thinking about priority order amongst the deliverables. There may be a clearly identifiable hierarchy of priorities, where one group of documents is much more important than the other. These VIP-status documents can then be given priority in your schedule or assigned additional resources. This can occur for any number of reasons and is quite common on projects with numerous deliverables.
[bookmark: _Hlk84013169]Process
In this section, I’ll discuss how to customize the Technical Writing Process to suit your project. Depending on your project’s needs, this may mean adding, adjusting, or removing one or more steps, activities or tools from the process. I’ve also provided two case studies, following, to illustrate how this can be done successfully.
Start by considering the high-level steps (Plan, Structure, Write, Review and Publish). At a high level, do those steps represent the path you’ll be following when you execute your own project? You may need to add or modify a step, depending on the complexity of your project. I’d consider removal of a step unlikely, as the steps are very high level, and even those performing an expedited version of the process will most likely still go through all five.
Next, review the list of activities for each step. Add, remove or adjust as required. This is where you’re likely to modify the process the most. It’s easy to get too detailed at this point, so try not to go overboard with activities. If you need more detail, consider making checklists (or using a Documentation Schedule) to define tasks within each activity. This will help keep your process template uncluttered, which is important, as the whole point of it is to give you and your project stakeholders a birds-eye view of your process (remember, it will end up being copied and pasted into your Documentation Plan).
Finally, review the list of tools and outputs to make sure they appropriately support your now-modified process. Avoid the temptation to create unnecessary tools, as this can create unnecessary overhead - not just in populating the tool, but also in keeping it up to date.
You will probably need to iterate your process a number of times before you’re happy with it. Once you’re comfortable with your process, copy and paste it into your Documentation Plan under the heading Process (this should be done before the plan is approved).
[bookmark: bookmark11]Case Study: Monica Hall, Technical Writer, Bits N Bytes Corporation
I write for a company that sells productivity software. Most of my job involves creating documentation for mature software products that have new features.
My process starts when I get word of a new feature. I’ll usually call the subject matter expert and discuss the requirements over the phone. Then I play with the software and do some interviews with the subject matter experts.
After that I try to come up with a table of contents. I get the developers to sign off on this before I proceed. Then I go to work writing, with occasional questions I ask of the subject matter experts. When the writing is finished, I run it past the subject matter experts for review.
When it’s time to publish, I put the finished document into a folder for the development team to pick up. I’d never bother with a Documentation Plan, and all of this reviewing seems like overkill to me.
Plan

Write
Review
Publish

• Define scope, stakeholders & process
• Schedule project 
• Gather information 
• Create table of contents (if required)
• Review table of contents with subject matter experts / stakeholders
• Write first draft
• Review draft with subject matter experts
• Review & revise draft to final stage
• Format / lay out draft
• Edit & check draft
• Conduct stakeholder review
• Collate feedback & revise draft
• Controlled Document 
• Message to Stakeholders
Activities
Tools / Outputs
• Finalize document (formatting, proofreading, etc.)
• Establish document control 
• Publish final draft
• Communicate with stakeholders
Structure

Monica’s Technical Writing Process
Steps

• Drafts (First, Interim, Final)
• Editing Checklist
• Approved Draft
• Table of contents

Monica’s story will be familiar to many of us. Rather than working on new documentation, Monica’s work is mostly adding to the existing manual, which is the bread-and-butter style of work many technical writers are used to.
Although her work seems unstructured, once you think about it, Monica does go through the five steps of the Technical Writing Process, just with less formality and fewer tools I outputs. Here’s an example of what Monica’s process might look like - see how it doesn’t include a formal Documentation Plan?
Note that this is Monica’s current process. There’s certainly plenty of scope for Monica to tighten up or improve aspects of this process, for example by formalizing reviews and document control, and establishing a Status Tracker and Editing Checklist. This might help her avoid delays and rework, as well as prioritize her workload, which could help if she had a sudden burst of work.
[bookmark: bookmark13]Case Study: Jim Johnson, Senior Technical Writer, Gadgets R Us
I’m a senior technical writer for a company that makes consumer electronics. The manuals I write are published as printed booklets and shipped with the products.
My manuals are translated into 45 languages and shipped all over the world. I work very closely with the printing and translation companies, as well as our logistics team, to get this done. The last thing I want is for my manuals to delay the product launch!
I always start with a Documentation Plan, as it helps create consensus amongst the project stakeholders about what should be documented.
Based on past projects, I’d estimate I only spend about 20 to 30 per cent of my time actually writing. The big things for me are changes and reviews. Our engineers love to change the product at the last minute, so I need to plan for numerous iterations of the draft.
We also tend to have very large stakeholder groups involved in review, with experts and managers from product management, marketing, engineering, legal and risk management chipping in.
As you can imagine, we need to manage reviews very carefully to make sure we don’t delay publication.
Jim’s Technical Writing Process calls for a lot more structure and formality than Monica’s. For a start, Jim will need to add a step, called Translate. This is because translation is a major undertaking, which he will need to plan for properly. He also needs to add a number of deliverables to the Translate and Publish steps. 


Jim’s Technical Writing Process
Publish

• Controlled Document 
• Message to Stakeholders
• Finalize document (formatting, proofreading, etc.)
• Establish document control 
• Publish final draft
• Communicate with stakeholders
Plan

Write
Review
Translate
• Define scope, stakeholders & process
• Select techniques & tools
• Review Doc. Plan with stakeholders
• Schedule project 
• Check for templates or style guides
• Gather information 
•Track progress
• Create table of contents (if required)
• Review table of contents with subject matter experts / stakeholders
• Write first draft
• Review draft with subject matter experts
• Review & revise draft to final stage
• Format / lay out draft
• Edit & check draft
• Define review team
• Conduct stakeholder review
• Collate feedback & revise draft
• Obtain approval to publish
• Quote 
• Purchase Order
• English Master
Activities
Tools / Outputs
• Obtain quote from translation agency
• Approve purchase order 
• Respond to translator’s questions
• Edit English as required
Structure

Steps
• Technical Writing Process
• Documentation Plan
• Documentation Timeline / Schedule
• Deliverables Matrix / Worksheet
• Status Tracker
• Drafts (First, Interim, Final)
• Editing Checklist
• Editing Sheet
• Review Matrix
• Message to Review Team
• Review Log
• Approved Draft
• Table of contents

Extending the process
The Technical Writing Process is designed to be generic: it caters to many different writing scenarios. However, I’ve identified two additional add-ons or extensions that may be required for documents with complex production requirements - translation (as in Jim’s case study) and graphic design.
· Graphic design involves the creation of a designed version of the draft. This can be done either by a technical writer proficient in a desktop publishing tool (e.g. Adobe InDesign) or by a graphic designer. It’s more common with documents that have something of a marketing flavor (e.g. quick reference I getting started guides), documents that are used as sales tools (e.g. technical specifications), printed material packaged with the product (e.g. user guides), and books.
· Translation involves the creation of translated versions of the English master draft into one or more languages. The English master is the version of the draft that has been approved and readied for translation. Translation is often outsourced to a specialist translation agency, particularly if it requires translation into multiple languages. Translation requires additional care to be taken during the previous steps (e.g. avoiding the use of local idioms during the Write step, preparing a dictionary of special terms for the translators, etc.).
Deliverables Matrix
Think of your Deliverables Matrix as your shopping list of deliverables. It’s a great tool which allows you to understand the scope of your project at a glance, allowing you to easily see all your deliverables alongside their main attributes such as document ID, audience, priority and due date.
You won’t need to have it formally approved like your Documentation Plan, as your plan lists all your deliverables by name anyway. The Deliverables Matrix is more of an internal planning tool for yourself and your team.
If you find that the exact quantity and nature of the deliverables is unclear at the outset of your project, you’ll probably need to go through a process of defining the deliverables before you can arrive at a fully populated Deliverables Matrix. This can be quite common at the outset of a technical documentation project, so don’t be surprised if you find yourself in this situation.
In the rare event that you have only a single document to write, you may find that a Deliverables Matrix is unnecessary - you can just describe the single deliverable in your Documentation Plan.
The benefits of a Deliverables Matrix
A Deliverables Matrix allows your Documentation Plan to be more generic and less detail heavy. It lets you focus on the goals of your documentation project as a whole rather than going into detail about every deliverable.
This means you may update your Documentation Plan less frequently (which is preferable, as each new version of your plan will need to go through formal approval). It’s highly likely that there will be some (or a lot) of fine-tuning of scope as you progress. 
In my experience, there’s no such thing as a project where everything is 100 per cent certain from the outset and never changes.
[bookmark: bookmark15]Select techniques and tools
It’s important to select the right techniques and tools during the planning step. The correct techniques and tools will save time and money, and will help keep your Technical Writing Process manageable. They might also require additional funds (e.g. to purchase licenses or training), which you will need to get approval for before you continue.
Select technique
Techniques help technical writers deal with common technical writing challenges. These challenges arise as projects increase in scale (size) and complexity, so they might not be apparent if you’re a team of one working on a small document set.
The type of challenges seen in large or complex technical documentation projects usually revolve around a number of common pain points: How can content be published to multiple formats whilst maintaining version integrity? Is it possible to reduce duplication of effort (rework) when authoring content? How can document style and architecture remain standardized when multiple writers are working across a large document set? How can workflow be structured to improve efficiency and streamline the authoring process?
To address these challenges (and others), a number of techniques have evolved. These techniques require specialized tools to implement, such as help authoring tools or other content management systems. Here’s a brief overview of the most common techniques:
· Single sourcing is the concept of using a single repository of content to publish to multiple formats. For example, I might choose to author a document within a help authoring tool and then use the tool’s built-in functionality to automatically publish the output to multiple formats such as e-book, Adobe PDF, Microsoft Word Document, online help and HTML. In addition to reducing the effort required to publish to different formats, single sourcing helps writers to maintain consistency between the different publication formats, as it minimizes (although it does not completely eliminate) the need for human intervention.
· Component content management is the idea of creating a document at a granular level rather than the entire document as a monolithic whole. In component content management, discrete chunks of text (e.g. chapters, sections, terms), images and any other sub-components of a document are created as stand-alone, individual pieces of content. These chunks are later assembled into one or many documents. This technique means that large documents can be broken down and farmed out to multiple writers, and components can be reused to create other documents, reducing rework. Systems that facilitate this type of authoring are referred to as component content management systems (CCMS), a functionality commonly embedded within help authoring tools.
· XML-based authoring can be helpful too. XML is used to markup technical documentation using tags (e.g.<title>Technical Writing Process</title>). When using XML, it’s common to also use standards such as DITA and DocBook to enforce consistency. The standards pre-define a structure and / or rules for the XML markup language. Although there is considerable overhead in learning and applying XML and associated standards, they have the advantage of enforcing consistency in technical documentation. Staying consistent can be a big problem for writers and writing teams as the size of the writing team increases and the number of documents multiplies. XML and the various standards are also compatible with increasing numbers of software packages such as help authoring and desktop publishing tools. Due to the steep learning curve and overhead in application, XML and its associated technologies are definitely not suitable for beginners - or the faint-hearted!
To apply these techniques, an investment is required into specialized software. You will need to investigate whether the advantages to be gained from these techniques outweigh the costs (i.e. perform a cost-benefit analysis). Costs include training, censing for any tools required, change management costs associated with moving your company towards acceptance of the techniques, and whether any legacy content will be affected.
Choose the right tool for the job
A seemingly bewildering array of options is available for creating technical documentation. These range from the (deceptively) simple options such as word processing and image editing software, to the complex: specialized tools for creating documentation called help authoring tools (HATs), desktop publishing software, and content management systems.
Before writing, you should consider the type of tool best suited for the job, as each can have significant up-front costs and overheads for your project. These costs include licensing and training, any extra time required to author content in the tool (e.g. uploading images one by one instead of copying and pasting), compatibility with existing tools, and maintenance of the documentation following creation.
Often, the decision on what tool to use will be out of your hands, as the company you’re working for may have a set of preferred tools they supply by default (e.g. word processing software). Nevertheless, I’ve included a table, following, which explains the types of tools commonly used by technical writers. Use this table to guide your decision-making if required.
Word processors – word processors are the hammer and nail of the technical writing world. They’re readily available on most computers and are capable of creating professional-looking documents that suit many scenarios. They’re great for one-off pieces, where the emphasis is on quickly generating small- to medium-size documents. However, they do start to show their limitations as scale and complexity increase, such as when working with documents that have complex layout and design requirements, and working with large teams where collaboration is required or workflow and versioning need to be tightly controlled.
Examples: Microsoft Word, Apache OpenOffice Writer
Learning curve: Low to medium
Image editing software – image editors allow you to manipulate images on your computer, such as cropping and captioning a screenshot. Most technical writers have a favorite image editor they’re familiar with. These range from simple screenshot editing programs, such as TechSmith Snagit, to fully fledged professional tools such as Adobe Photoshop.
Examples: TechSmith Snagit, Adobe Photoshop
Learning curve: Low to high
Desktop publishing (DTP) software – Desktop publishing software allows skilled operators to create polished, highly designed documents for print or on-screen use. These tools are used in many different scenarios such as technical writing, graphic design, and print publishing. They generally provide much more precision over layout, design and typography than a word processor.
Examples: Adobe InDesign, Adobe FrameMaker
Learning curve: Medium to high
Help authoring tool (HAT) – Help authoring tools are specifically designed to allow technical writers to create technical documents. Don’t be fooled by the word help in the title: these powerful tools are suitable for creating many different types of technical documents.
Although they tend to be more limited than word processors in terms of layout and formatting options, their usefulness lies in their ability to solve problems of scale. They’re great in scenarios when teams of authors are working on a library of content; documents are very large; there are numerous documents; or tight control is required over the writing, reviewing and publishing process.
Help authoring tools usually facilitate technical writing techniques such as single sourcing and component content management. The more sophisticated ones also facilitate workflow and version control, the use of XML, and some even accommodate translation processes.
Help authoring tools are an example of a specialized type of content management system.
Examples: MadCap Flare, Author-it
[bookmark: bookmark19]Learning curve: Medium
Content management system (CMS) – Content management systems facilitate (to varying degrees) the process of writing, reviewing and publishing. Typically, they’ll include features such as version control, workflow management for review and approval, user access management (e.g. different levels of access for authors, administrators and editors), and will also allow for checking documents in and out for editing. These sophisticated tools (of which help authoring tools are an example) offer significant return on investment for projects requiring workflow and versioning control. However, general-purpose content management systems don’t tend to facilitate specialized technical writing techniques such as single sourcing and component content management.
Examples: WordPress, Microsoft SharePoint
Learning curve: Low to medium
[bookmark: bookmark21]Schedule project
Scheduling is the process of planning out the timing of your documentation project. This helps you keep your project organized and on track, ensuring that reviews are conducted within the appropriate time frame, drafts are delivered on time and so on.
If you’re reading this section and wondering, Isn’t scheduling meant to be the project manager’s job?, I’m not surprised. Of course, scheduling should be the project manager’s job. But what if there is no project manager? Or if there is, what if their schedule has a one-line entry for your project: Technical writer delivers 200 documents 30 April?
You will inevitably run into scenarios like these, where you’ll have to step into the gap and put your scheduling skills to the test. This is why I’ve included this section in the Technical Writing Process. If your manager or a project manager is handling the scheduling, then great - feel free to skip this part.
In this section, I’ve provided two scheduling options:
· Documentation Timeline. Timelines are high-level depictions of the key steps, milestones or activities in your project. They’re great for anyone who isn’t comfortable (or doesn’t have the time) to create a full-blown schedule. They can be created in common tools such as Microsoft PowerPoint.
· Documentation Schedule. Schedules show a detailed breakdown of your project’s steps, activities and milestones. They require more specialized tools such as Microsoft Project.
The schedule provided in this book uses the Technical Writing Process as the basis for its steps and activities. If you’ve modified the process to suit your project, you should use your modified version as the basis for your schedule.
Documentation Timeline
Timelines are a great way of providing a birds-eye view of your project. They’re simple visual tools which anyone can create using commonly available programs such as Microsoft PowerPoint or any other tool that has shape-drawing capabilities.
These high-level steps are depicted as chevron shapes in the example provided. I’ve also picked out key events, such as the dates of important reviews and the publication date, as milestones. These are the labelled diamond shapes in the example.
Notice how the timeline doesn’t show much detail? This is intentional. A simple, high- level timeline gives your stakeholders an easily digestible overview of your project without bogging them down in the details. It also allows you to clue them in on key dates without exposing too much of your detailed planning, which you may prefer to keep within the team.
[image: ]
This timeline works equally well for a single deliverable, or a work package (i.e. a bundle or set) of deliverables that share the same dates. If you have multiple deliverables which require different dates or if you have multiple work packages, create additional bars in your timeline to represent the additional deliverables. The following image is an example of a timeline which caters to multiple deliverables.
[image: ]
There are many ways you can draw timelines. To create the ones shown in this section, I’ve used the shape-drawing features in Microsoft PowerPoint. Many other commonplace tools are available to create timelines, such as Microsoft Visio, TechSmith Snagit, or even Microsoft Word. Download the template from TechnicalWritingProcess.com or create your own in whatever tool you’re most comfortable with.
Timelines are great communicators
Timelines are wonderful communication tools. Easily digestible and highly visual, they are much appreciated by the time-poor, such as senior managers. They’re also great for keeping teams of technical writers on track by giving them a sense of the bigger picture they’re aiming for.
Documentation Schedule
Schedules are great tools for detailed planning, allowing you to precisely plan steps, activities and milestones and to assign them to resources (people). The Documentation Schedule provided uses the Technical Writing Process as its basis. Before you schedule your project, you’ll need your customized version of the Technical Writing Process, as this should form the basis of your own schedule.
Here’s how the schedule works. At the top level are the steps in the process {Plan, Structure, Write, Review and Publish). These are followed at the next level down by the activities {Define scope, stakeholders & process; Select techniques & tools, etc.) as well as a number of milestones to represent the start and completion of key activities. Finally, the activities, milestones and steps have been linked to create dependencies, i.e. a relationship that states Activity A must finish before Activity B.
The remaining details are up to you. Modify it to suit your project by adding in realistic start and end dates; allocating resources; and making sure the steps, activities and deliverables match your process.
[bookmark: bookmark31]Check for templates or style guides
It’s important to check for existing corporate templates, style guides and brand guidelines before you write. In larger companies especially, pre-existing templates will often be available that you can (or must) use or adapt for your technical documents. There will also often be corporate style guides or brand guidelines that provide guidance on how to write in the company style, properly acknowledge company trademarks, and so on.
These corporate, or in-house, style guides are different to general style guides, such as the venerable The Elements of Style by Strunk and White. General style guides contain broadly accepted rules of writing and grammar which are designed to be all-purpose. Corporate style guides will either supplement or overrule elements of these style guides as suits the company’s brand.
All technical writers should have a general style guide at hand for every job to guide them on general principles of grammar and punctuation. (And make sure you’re using the appropriate style guide for your country. Even in countries that speak the same language such as the United States, Britain and Australia, spelling, punctuation and rules of grammar can vary widely.) 
[bookmark: bookmark33]Gather existing information
There will almost always be some form of existing information that you’ll need to gather before you start writing. This can range from background information such as white papers and articles; supporting documents such as project plans and policies; to material that you can actually reuse or leverage in your own documentation, such as requirements documents, existing procedures and old versions of user guides or manuals.
Try to locate documents that define the product, procedure or user. These are technical writing gold! Depending on your company’s track record for creating documentation, you might find a veritable treasure trove or mere scratching.
It pays to take a multidisciplinary approach - just because you’re a technical writer doesn’t mean you should restrict your research to purely technical content or technical subject matter experts. Consult with the marketing department or product managers as well as the engineers. They will often have high-level requirements documents that define non-technical aspects of a product, such as the problem or need it is attempting to solve or fulfil and the profiles of the intended users.
Use the internet to find out what competitor companies are doing with their documentation. This material is fertile grounds for inspiration, as well as gauging the industry norms for various types of technical content.
If you’re writing procedural documentation, talk to the subject matter experts who actually carry out the work. In my experience, these people often have their own documentation which they’ve created as memory aids or otherwise. Assess these documents carefully - although they can be quite useful, they’re often out of date or of highly variable quality and technical accuracy.
Before repurposing any content, you will need to check for copyright. It’s usually safe to reuse documentation if it has been created within your company, but beware of reusing external content - before you do so, check your style guide or talk to the legal team in your company to make sure you’re familiar with the copyright rules in your country. As a matter of courtesy, if you’re reusing someone else’s content, use quote marks to identify any direct quotations, and provide an acknowledgement or citation back to the original work.
Once you’ve identified existing documentation and validated for accuracy (it’s common to find outdated documents - request up-to-date ones), add it to your Documentation Plan.
[bookmark: bookmark35]Track progress
Whether you’re writing one document or many, it’s essential to track progress. Tracking progress allows you to keep yourself organised and to let others know where you’re up to. As with scheduling, tracking may be an activity that your manager or project manager does for you (or at least, provides a tracking template for you to keep updated).
In many cases however, you may find that no one is tracking your work. If you’re responsible for writing numerous deliverables, this can mean that your project quickly becomes unmanageable. It can get very challenging to remember the exact status of every one of your deliverables, which means you might end up being far behind of where you thought you were!
This is where a Status Tracker is essential, and it’s something I use on almost every one of my projects. A Status Tracker is a spreadsheet which tracks the progress of every document you’re writing. Progress is either defined by stages (e.g. ‘Not Started,’ ‘In Progress,’ ‘Complete’) or by percentage complete (e.g. 0%, 50%, 100%).	
However, it can be difficult (and annoyingly subjective) to assign status to a deliverable. Percentage complete, whilst appearing on the surface to be a more precise measure of progress, can be difficult to estimate in practice. To illustrate this problem, say you have a specific word count or number of pages in mind for your finished document, and that’s what you’re using as the basis for percentage complete. However, after a round of editing and review, you find the word count goes backward (on the flipside, of course, readability increases - that’s the point of editing). Percentage complete would actually decrease in this scenario, even though the document as a whole would be closer to completion.
This is why I like to link percentage complete to a status in the development of the document. This gives a real meaning to percentage complete. How does this work? Each state in the document’s development, such as ‘Under Review by SMEs,’ is assigned to a particular percentage complete rather than the number of pages or some other difficult-to-quantify measure. In this method, ‘Not Started’ = 0% complete, ‘Table of Contents Defined’ = 35% complete, and so on. 
The Status Tracker is something that your manager, or the project manager, will probably be interested in checking on a regular basis. It helps to update it frequently and to put it somewhere easily accessible, e.g. a company or team intranet. This will allow you to demonstrate how much work you’ve been doing as well as to alert others if there’s a delay or slippage that might affect the project or team schedule.
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