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tools of the trade

T
echnical writing today often var-
ies according to each writer’s 
preferences and styles, with little 
standardization and consistency. 
Writing aids like templates and 

style sheets are changing this by provid-
ing a more industrial approach to writ-
ing, and mainstream authoring tools 
make it easy to create and use these aids. 
However, many documentation groups 
have not yet made the strategic decision 
to include these writing aids as a part of 
their culture.

This article discusses the strategic im-
portance of these writing aids and pro-
vides some notes about their creation, 
use, and maintenance. It describes how 
they make writing more efficient today 
and how they support the writing tools, 
technologies, and methodologies of to-
morrow. The focus of this article is on 
online documentation—help systems 
and Web sites. Where I discuss hard-
copy, I’m largely referring to Word.

Overview
When I entered the technical com-

munication field in 1979, IBM Selectric 
typewriters were cutting-edge authoring 
tools. Many writers, myself included, 
wrote with pencil and paper, then gave 
the pages to a word-processing group 

for input. (STC’s Andy Malcolm gave a 
speech in 1980 discussing whether tech-
nical writers should be allowed to write 
using computers. Andy reprised this 
speech for the Bleeding Edge at STC’s 
49th Annual Conference in 2002; it’s 
one of the most ironic and funniest pre-
sentations I’ve ever heard.)

Our tools have come a long way since 
1979, but the process of writing is still 
as individualistic as it was then. Some 
doc groups use templates, style sheets, 
style guides, and other aids to standard-
ize their material; but, from my experi-
ence with clients in and outside high-
tech, standardization is rare and rarely 
ingrained in the doc group’s culture. 
Does this lack of standardization mat-
ter? Two answers:

No. The individualistic writing process 
is inefficient and inconsistent, but as long 
as your output is a finished end-product 
like a hardcopy manual or a help sys-
tem, the drawbacks are acceptable.

Yes. Technical communication is chang-
ing in ways that make the drawbacks of 
individualism more critical:
•	� We’re starting to go from creating one 

end-product to creating “content” as 
a raw material that we can process to 
create many end-products—that is, 
single sourcing. Web 2.0 is a good ex-

ample of this. Web 2.0 applications 
rely heavily on content supplied by 
the users themselves (think of wikis, 
MySpace, and YouTube). If you’re 
going to be soliciting material for 
a Web 2.0 application, you have to 
decide whether the material is go-
ing to be presented as submitted or 
processed further to produce differ-
ent outputs. Few companies single 
source beyond hardcopy and online 
help, but technologies like mobile 
devices, voice, and Web 2.0 are en-
tering the business world. Single 
sourcing for these technologies, 
plus traditional hardcopy and online 
help, makes consistent structure and 
writing crucial if the single-sourcing 
tools are to work well.

•	� Technology keeps advancing, often 
in unexpected directions. But we 
don’t know what technologies are 
coming and which will succeed, so 
we have to write on the assumption 
that today’s material may have to be 
reused in unanticipated ways. This 
sounds like a future problem, but 
it’s with us today. We see it when we 
try to re-use locally formatted Word 
documents online, for example. We 
got away with bad development prac-
tices in the past because we didn’t 
anticipate having to further process 
the material. The old excuse was 
that we didn’t expect major tech-
nical change. Now we know things 
will change, just not how. We can 
be ready for that unknown by cre-
ating material that’s consistent in 
structure, style, and writing. Such 
material is flexible because it can 
be processed—converted—reliably 
and affordably.

•	� The “editor” position has disap-
peared in many companies, so 
there’s no one to fix or even notice 
global stylistic, structural, or wording 
inconsistencies.

•	� Return on investment (ROI) and 
time-to-market requirements are get-
ting tighter. There’s less time to make 
mistakes and learn from them.

•	� The minimal syntax requirements of 
RTF and HTML let us develop bad 
coding and structural habits that 
XML doesn’t tolerate.
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What these changes, and others, have 
in common is the need for well-con-
trolled content, sometimes called struc-
tured content or structured writing. What 
is structured writing? Here are three 
definitions:
•	� Writing with a structure based on 

heading styles in a style sheet.
•	� Writing with a structure based on 

templates (which may include a style 
sheet).

•	� Writing with a structure that’s valid ac-
cording to an XML DTD or schema.

Which definition is right? In a sense, 
it doesn’t matter. What does matter is 
picking a definition that fits a particu-
lar doc group’s culture. For example, a 
group that’s just moving from hardcopy 
to online content will be so busy learn-
ing new concepts and technologies that 
requiring schema adherence as well is 
just asking too much.

So the simplest ways to create struc-
tured writing—through templates, style 
sheets, style guides, and other stan-
dards—are also the safest. Even these 
relatively simple approaches to struc-
tured writing will be difficult for doc 
groups whose culture, or whose larger 
company culture, doesn’t support them. 
But it is a start.

Here are some high-level points about 
creating, using, and maintaining tem-
plates, style sheets, and style guides.

Templates
A template reduces structural incon-

sistencies between similar types of con-
tent created by different authors or at 
different times. For example, if two au-
thors have to write concept topics for 
a help system, they may use different 
wording and sequences for their head-
ings. Even lone writers may do so if they 
forgot the wording or sequence they 
used in the previous topic. A template 
can reduce or eliminate this problem.

A template is a master document for 
a particular type of content, such as a 
concept topic or task. The template 
contains standard headings in a fixed se-
quence—the structure—plus common 
elements, such as a tip that must appear 
in all concept topics. When you create 
a topic using a template, the heading 

structure is predefined: some headings 
may already be filled in, and prompts 
indicate what to write. For example, a 
“Required Tools” section might include 
a prompt that says “[delete this prompt 
and type the list of tools].”

Creating topics based on a small num-
ber of templates takes many structural 
decisions out of the authors’ hands. The 
result? All topics of each type will have 
the same structure—titles, subheads, 
and content—in the same sequence. 
They will be consistent.

To create effective templates, you have 
to evaluate the material you write; cat-
egorize it as a concept, task, etc.; define 
a standard structure for each category; 
and use that structure as the basis for 
each category’s template. Every main-
stream authoring tool offers template-
creation features. If your tool doesn’t, 
consider using a different one.

To create maintainable templates, do 
two major things:
•	� Build the template instructions into 

the template and write them to be 
usable by the newest or most novice 
author. For example, add prompts 
like “[type the tools list here and de-
lete this prompt].”

•	� Make sure the template can stand on 

its own. If you must add instructions 
other than prompts, for example, 
add them to the template as hidden 
text. Try not to create a separate in-
struction document for a template 
because that document will inevita-
bly get lost, possibly making the tem-
plate useless.

If you plan to go to XML, creating 
templates offers one more benefit. The 
work you put into identifying your docu-
ments’ structure can serve as the ground-
work for defining a DTD or schema.

Style Sheets
A style sheet reduces formatting in-

consistencies among similar content cre-
ated by different authors or at different 
times. For example, if two authors have 
to write concept topics for a help system, 
they may use different formats for the 
headings. Even sole writers may do so if 
they forget which formatting they used 
in a previous topic. A style sheet can re-
duce or eliminate this problem.

Just as templates take structural deci-
sions out of authors’ hands, style sheets 
do so for the formatting decisions. You 
can also attach a style sheet to a tem-
plate; authors using that template/style 
sheet automatically achieve both struc-
tural and formatting consistency.

To create effective style sheets, you 
have to evaluate your material; select for-
matting for headings, lists, tables, etc.; 
and define the styles. Every mainstream 
authoring tool offers stylesheet-creation 
features. If yours doesn’t, consider using 
a different tool.

Style sheets must be managed care-
fully. Here are a few problems to watch 
out for:
•	� Competing style sheets from multi-

ple groups. Ideally, there will be one 
company-wide style sheet, or one for 
each type of output you create.

•	� A tendency to accrue extra styles. You 
may define a main style sheet, only 
to find authors adding styles out of 
personal preference or because they 
can’t tell which standard style to use 
for what text. Use clear and self-ex-
planatory style names, weed out extra 
styles, and give authors a process for 
suggesting changes to the style sheet.

Our tools have 
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•	� Incompatible views on how to use 
style sheets in hardcopy vs. online 
output. I see many hardcopy style 
sheets with a hundred or more styles 
for very specific conditions, such as 
a “first paragraph in document” style 
that adds extra space between the 
title and the first paragraph. This lev-
el of detail is often unnecessary for 
online material. I find, for example, 
that a style sheet with a standard set 
of about twenty styles works for al-
most every help project.

The big problem with style sheets isn’t 
technical; it’s behavioral. How do we get 
authors to use styles when the formatting 
toolbar is so convenient? An obvious an-
swer is to hide the formatting toolbar, 
but every authoring tool I’ve used puts 
the styles pull-down on the formatting 
toolbar, so hiding the toolbar hides the 
styles. Until new tools change this, au-
thors need to develop the discipline to 
use the styles pull-down but ignore the 
rest of the formatting toolbar. I find that 
the best way to get authors to use style 
sheets is to stress the benefit to them—
faster and simpler writing—rather than 
the benefit to me.

Style Guides
A style guide reduces stylistic incon-

sistencies in content written by differ-
ent authors or at different times. This is 
important for companies that grow by 
acquisition, with different doc groups 
having to compromise on their writing 
practices. A good style guide can ease 
these problems, but it needs certain 
characteristics, including:
•	� Required adherence. If there’s no 

enforcement of adherence and no 
penalty for lack of adherence, people 
will use the style guide inconsistently, 
if at all.

•	� A minimum amount of detail. One-
hundred-plus-page style guides are 
masterpieces of detailed guidelines 
but often go unused because it takes 
too long to find anything. Assume 
that writers know how to write and 
provide guidelines only for specific 
issues.

•	� A defined owner and a defined pro-
cess by which to change owners. 

Without that, the style guide will 
be forgotten as soon as the original 
owner changes jobs.

•	� A formal revision process. This al-
lows the style guide to be updated to 
reflect changes in practice—but in a 
controlled way. Without this process, 
authors will just deviate from the 
style guide as they see fit.

Other Standards
This is a broad area that may include 

anything from controlled vocabularies 
to metadata.

Summary
Creating templates or style sheets 

seems hard if you’ve never done it be-
fore, but, mechanically, it’s easy. The 
hard part lies in designing these aids 
and ingraining them into your doc 
group’s culture. Also, be aware that the 
scope of these aids may extend beyond 
the doc group.

There’s also another reason to use 
these aids. Technical communication is 
entering one of its periodic upheavals. 
The first such period I saw was in 1980, 
when word processors replaced type-
writers. In the mid-1990s, the spread of 
online help, followed in the late ’90s by 

the spread of the Web, ushered in peri-
ods of instability. This new upheaval is 
tied to the need for flexibility, but there 
are some related requirements:
•	� The need to develop and enforce 

standards in general.
•	� The need for continuing education 

to keep up with new technology. 
Even if you never use Ajax or Ruby on 
Rails, you should know what they are 
to be able to gauge their importance 
to your company. (Plus, you’ll be bet-
ter able to talk to the IT people.)

•	� The need for training in the use of 
our tools and their underlying tech-
nologies. Without that training, tools 
get used inefficiently at best.

•	� The need to position ourselves as de-
velopers and publishers of “content,” 
not just mere “technical writers,” and 
to back that positioning with a strate-
gic view of content and the ability to 
discuss it in business terms.
 
All these changes are happening to-

day, but in a hit-or-miss way. They need 
to become more common if we’re to 
make it into the next generation of 
technical communication. 
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