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About me… 

Eddie VanArsdall 
VanArsdall InfoDesign 

 
•Training 
•Instructional Design 
•Technical Writing 
•Help Development 

 



Industries that I have served 

• Legal 
• Economic development 
• Telecommunications 
• Health care 
• Health insurance  
• Finance 
• Grant management 
• Cancer research 

 



This webinar is about… 

• Planning for content reuse 
• Analyzing what you have 
• Anticipating what you will need 
• Building a content repository 

Your 
Content 

Best practices for starting a “low-tech” 
content management project, including 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This webinar is about establishing a plan for optimizing how you use your content. I will discuss ideas about how to analyze your existing content and try to anticipate your future needs. 
The keyword here is planning. This is about content management planning—not about a content management system implementation.
In calling your project, “low-tech,” I’m quoting the Content Management Bible. The author, Bob Boiko, offers great advice for preparing to organize your content repository.



I’ll give you ideas so that you can… 

• Design a content model that supports 
topic-based writing 

• Use templates to develop information 
types and content units 

• Design a forward-looking infrastructure for 
component-based content management 

Your 
Content 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This webinar is not about how to write at the topic-based level. I will briefly discuss topic-based writing in the context of content project planning. I will encourage you to identify your information types at the topic level because I think it is efficient.

For much of my career, I have designed templates for various purposes, so I think in terms of template structures. So here I am using the word template in the generic sense. When I refer to templates, I mean  templates designed to help you manage processes and content—not templates for presentation purposes.

The third point here is your long-term (or short-term) goal. Organize your content into units that make them easy to find and easy to reuse.



This webinar is not… 

• A sales pitch for any tool 
• A presentation about CMS deployment 
• A substitute for available content 

management resources: 
– Bob Boiko 
– JoAnn Hackos 
– Ann Rockley 
 
 



This webinar is not… 
About formatting and presentation. 

Reimbursement Policy 

Accepted Rates 

page 2 

Accepted Expenses 

accepted 
expenses 

list 

policy 
intro 

rate  
table It’s about content. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Probably all of you have heard this before, but it bears repeating:

Separate content from presentation.

I say this because I am not convinced that everyone understands this. When I work with writers, I find that they can’t wait to get to the style sheets and skins to make their deliverables look cool.

Though I have spent a major portion of my career developing style sheets and troubleshooting formatting, I value content over presentation. You can have the most beautiful and sophisticated user guides and web pages, but if users cannot find the answers they need, then you have failed.



Let’s begin with  
stories. 

A tale of woe… 

A tale of confusion… 

A tale of impending doom… 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I work with information developers of varying experience levels, and I routinely hear stories like these:

Woe
“I just started with a new company last week, and I have to have prototype web pages ready next week. They told me to just pull content from ten different print manuals. I am not familiar with the content, and I don’t know what to use.”

Confusion
“I have been assigned a brand new project. How do I begin without just jumping in and starting to write? Don’t I need some kind of blueprint to work with?”

Impending doom
“We have to migrate all of our content to Content Magician in three months, and we have 10,000 pages of documentation. We probably don’t need all of it, but I’m not sure how to assess what to keep and what to throw away.”

These stories were the seed for this webinar. And while these poor writers may not have much time for planning or analysis in their current situations, they still need to do a little of both to survive. Even a little planning goes a long way.

But better yet, if those writers had access to internal documentation explaining what’s in their content library, how to use it, and where to find it, they might have a better chance of survival.



So where do you start?  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Maybe those stories are unrelated to your situation. Maybe management has asked you to begin a seed project for content management.

Regardless, you need a starting point.



Maintain writing and style standards 

• Style guide 
–Company 
– Industry 
Sun Read Me First! 
Microsoft Manual of Style 
Chicago Manual of Style 

–Team 
• Well-documented writing standards 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If your company has a style guide in place, analyze existing content to make sure that is is compliant with your organizational style and structure. You don’t want to have to retrofit after you have migrated.



Consider your writing model 

• Linear, narrative writing   
• Common phrases: 

– “As stated on page 2, …” 
– “In the next section we will…” 

• Can be appropriate for training or 
tutorials 

Are you still writing chapters? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Books are still the mental model for some readers. They’re often put off by topic-based writing because it doesn’t seem linear enough.

I wrote a first draft for one client using a topic-based approach, and when I submitted it, she complained that the absence of transitional phrases made the writing seem impersonal. Yet, I had written in a conversational, user-directed style. She simply missed the presence of “As explained previously in chapter X…” and similar phrases. 

Even if you are writing a book, you can include organizational maps, rather than constantly referring back to something you’ve already said. Printed information can be clear and well organized without including numerous transitional phrases that promote a linear flow. Your goal is to be able to reuse the content in both print and online contexts.

My own testing reveals that as long as readers have a clear map and information that is thoroughly cross-referenced, they don’t need wordy transitions.



Consider topic-based writing 

• Proven: Common in help authoring 
• Concise: Promotes discrete chunks of 

information that provide just enough 
detail to enable users to 
–understand a concept 
–perform a task 
– find factual information 
–answer a question (FAQ) 
– solve a problem 

 
More… 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I know writers who have devoted most of their career to writing online. They are used to writing at the topic level. 

I also know writers who have only developed content for print. Though some do apply topic-based structures when they write, most of them have to adjust their mental model when moving to the web.

Topic-based writing is a good approach for your audience because it gives them just what they need.



Consider topic-based writing 

• Readable: Easy to scan 
• Consistent: Has a uniform structure so 

that readers know what to expect 
• Standalone: Can be understood in and 

out of context 
• Reusable: Maps to related information 

through topic links 
• Searchable: Promotes findability 

 



Understand the difference between 
topic-based and structured writing 

Reimbursement Policy 

Accepted Rates 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition to topic-based writing, we’re also hearing a lot about structured authoring. You may not understand the difference.

Topic-based writing is simply a style of writing that follows the conventions I have described. Even if a team establishes a topic-based writing model, a writer could potentially deviate from the model.

By contrast, structured authoring adheres to a specific structure defined in an DTD or XML schema. The structure may follow a topic-based model, but you cannot deviate from it. You must periodically validate what you are writing to ensure that it conforms to the structure.

In this webinar, I am using the non-structured version of topic-based writing in my examples. Even so, if you are planning to eventually move to an XML-driven workflow, your content planning and analysis will pay off.



Maintain a solid project 
management infrastructure 

Consistent with repeatable processes  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A content management project is a project, after all. Although you may start by informally analyzing your content, you eventually need buy-in from others. To get buy-in and approved time, you’ll need to eventually formalize the project.
Thus, you need to map out the project as you present it to stakeholders.



Use project templates to… 

• Establish and maintain project standards 
(planning and analysis) 

• Support a content planning and mapping 
project 

• Separate yourself from authoring tools 

Keep it simple: Use Word and Excel. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both lone writers and teams should have at least rudimentary templates that support project management and content creation. You can create and share these documents in Word and Excel, and you can distribute them in Acrobat.

Bob Boiko (Content Management Bible), in referring to CM project, says that Microsoft Excel is the “Swiss Army Knife” of project management applications.



Sample information plan 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s an example of a document that I have frequently used to lay the groundwork for a writing project. This document is called an Information Plan. It’s used to map out a project, including the stated purpose, product information, source documentation, usability goals, and user profiles. I also include a high-level task analysis.

I use my version of this document to specify deliverables, timelines, review workflow, and key players. Each time I update it, I get sign-off.



Sample task map 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Task maps and matrices ensure that you are focusing on the users’ tasks—not on the software interface.

Jean Hollis Weber refers to UI-based tasks as “artificial.” For example, “Defining sort criteria” is a task; “Using the Sort Criteria Window” is an artificial task.

I once started a project that had been going on for several months. I was tasked with writing a Quick Start Guide for a difficult-to-use terminology editing application. At the outset, I was given no access to terminology editors (the audience for the application), and I took all of my advice from software developers. Because the crunched schedule did not allow me to spend time with and interview actual users, those users did not find my first version of the guide to be useful at all.

You need time with your users. How else can you write for them?



Sample information hierarchy 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Use an information hierarchy to run a brainstorming session. Literally bring it to the table with a laptop and have other stakeholders help you identify and arrange the essential information. 

Create the TOC using whatever tool seems appropriate. You can use your Help Authoring tool or our old friends Word and Excel. This one was created in Word by setting up a topic hierarchy (headings only) and generating a TOC for review and discussion.

Start with the top level and add subtopics as you go.



Other project templates 

• Specifications 
–High-level: Answers basic questions 
–Detailed: Covers more specifics 

• More detailed task analysis 
• Use cases, user scenarios, personas 
• Process or other flow diagrams 
• Review comment forms 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Specs for help (may not be possible for an Agile Scrum project):

High-level:
What’s the output type?
Will context-sensitive help (CSH) be available?
Will you supplement the help with tutorials?
What information types will you include?

Detailed:
Writing specifics (adherence to style guide)
Terminology list to ensure consistency (edit vs. modify)
Info types described

Information Sources:
Use cases: inputs, tasks, outputs (high-level)
User scenarios: More detailed description of task
Persona: Pictorial representation




Conduct a content inventory 

• Also called a “content audit” (Rockley) or 
content analysis 

• Starts with a random sampling: 
–User’s guide 
–API guide 
–Quick reference guide 
–Training material 
–Online help 

• Identifies what samples have in common. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A content inventory can be done for an entire website. In this case, you’re using the inventory to focus on potential information types at the topic level. 

Use discretion about what you include in your sample. Focus on samples that adhere to your style and writing standards.



Content inventory excerpt 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This example highlights parts of an introductory section that might appear in an information deliverable or online knowledge base. For example, the section might include a purpose statement, a conventions section, and contact information for questions and support.



Create a content model 

• Establishes a framework for your content 
• Results in a better user experience: 

– Information is consistently organized 
–Users can find what they’re looking for 
–Users can get answers to their 

questions 
• Can serve the entire company or seed 

departments such as documentation and 
training  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your goal is to develop a framework that provides the best user experience possible. A good content model can make or break your information output.

Top Down: Break information types into sub-units.

Or

Bottom Up: View sub-units to building blocks for larger units.

The last bullet refers to “seed departments,” which can serve to pilot your content migration project. I have mentioned tech writing and training as potential candidates, because too often those departments work in silos. In my opinion, they are the perfect departments to be merged.



Identify your information types 

• At the topic level: 
–Concept 
– Procedure 
–Reference 
–UI Element 
–Definition Topic 
– FAQ 
–Troubleshooting 

Procedure Reference 

Concept 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s a partial list of information types. Let’s take a look at them in more detail.



Sample information types  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
A concept provides descriptive, background information. It provides the prerequisite knowledge for performing a task.

Although I ran out of room on the slide, you can include a list of related topics at the end.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
A task explains how to do something. Note the decision table in step 3.

Again, you can include a list of related topics links at the bottom of the topic.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
A reference topic could include glossary terms, commands, parameters, objects, or attributes. 

An simple example is an HTML definition list (dl tags with term/definition pairs). Other reference information such as programming commands typically appears in a table.



Overview 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An overview topic is sometimes called an organizational topic. In printed output, I often use it at the beginning of a chapter to provide reader orientation. In online output, I modify it to serve as a landing page, as shown in this example. This topic introduces users to a website for browsing medical terminology and invites them to explore it using the provided list of links.



Definition 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Whereas a glossary tends to provide shorter definitions, a definition topic is used to provide a longer definition such as that found in a comprehensive dictionary. This topic type also enables you to include an illustration, if necessary. In that sense, it can be similar to a concept topic.



FAQ: Too wordy 
Can I use a Mac instead of a PC?  

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta 
sunt explicabo. Nemo enim ipsam voluptatem quia voluptas sit aspernatur aut odit aut fugit, sed quia 
consequuntur magni dolores eos qui ratione voluptatem sequi nesciunt. Neque porro quisquam est, 
qui dolorem BLAH quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, adipisci velit, sed quia non numquam eius modi 
tempora incidunt ut labore et dolore magnam aliquam quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim ad minima 
veniam, quis nostrum exercitationem ullam corporis suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea 
commodi consequatur? Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea voluptate velit esse quam 
nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum qui dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur?"  
 
Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta 
sunt explicabo. Nemo enim ipsam BLAH quia voluptas sit aspernatur aut odit aut fugit, sed quia 
consequuntur magni dolores eos qui ratione voluptatem sequi nesciunt. Neque porro quisquam est, 
qui dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, adipisci velit, sed quia non numquam eius modi 
tempora incidunt ut labore et dolore magnam aliquam quaerat voluptatem. Ut enim ad minima 
veniam, quis nostrum exercitationem ullam corporis suscipit laboriosam, nisi ut aliquid ex ea 
commodi consequatur? Quis autem vel eum iure reprehenderit qui in ea voluptate velit esse quam 
nihil molestiae consequatur, vel illum qui dolorem eum fugiat quo voluptas nulla pariatur?" Sed ut 
perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit voluptatem BLAH doloremque laudantium, totam rem 
aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore veritatis…   
 
 NO. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) are common on websites. They can cover a range of topics, from organizational policy to technical questions. I recommend that you handle error messages in troubleshooting topics, which I’ll discuss shortly.

Here’s an example of a Frequently Asked Question (FAQ) that’s simply too wordy. Surely you don’t need so much text to answer such a simple question. I modeled this after a client’s original version. Ironically, the answer was no.



FAQ: Streamlined 

Can I use a Mac instead of a PC?  

Read the full policy 

Although PCs are the standard equipment 
issued by WidgetsRUs, you can use a Mac if 
you are willing to sign a service waiver. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s a streamlined version of the same FAQ. Give readers just what they need to know, and provide a link for those who want more information.

Other Information Types Not Shown Here:

* A UI Element (dialog or window) topic explains the purpose of the UI element and its components.

* A Troubleshooting topic might display an error message or describe an aberrant system behavior and explain what users can do about it.



Assign metadata for generic types 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you identify your topic types, start mapping metadata to them. This activity is worthwhile for CMS planning.
 
Authoring workflow has its own metadata. This is sometimes covered by source control but may need to be considered later:

Author
Version
Checked out by:
Date of Change:
Nature of Change:



Assign metadata to written modules 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s an example of a full set of metadata for a topic. It defines information that can help CMS users find the topic. It also provides contextual attributes answering the following questions:

Who does this topic apply to?

Which version of the product does this topic apply to?

In what format will this topic be published?

In what language will this topic be published?



Info types in an information model 

Type Description Instance 

Concept Provides the prerequisite 
knowledge for performing 
a task. 

About widgets 

Procedure Provides instructions that 
enable users to complete 
a task. 

Creating a widget 

Reference Provides factual, look-up 
information such as a list 
of commands. 

WidgetMaker 
commands 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A reference table for topic types is a useful tool for educating your team and your stakeholders. I have posted a table similar to this one in a shared information space such as a wiki. Each link in the Instance column opens an example of the topic type in a new window or tab.



Identify your content units 

• Modular building blocks for topics: 
– Procedures 
–Unordered lists 
– Tables 
– Paragraphs 
–Sentences 
–Phrases 
–Words 

 
 

accepted 
expenses 

list 

policy 
intro 

rate  
table 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Content units are a subset of your topics. A good example might be a note, tip, or warning that appears in multiple places. A complex table is another candidate for reuse below the topic level. 

Various tools enable reuse at this level, with each implementing reuse in its own way:

MS Word uses fields that can represent such variables as document properties, custom properties, and linked files.

FrameMaker uses variables for text strings and text insets for larger blocks, including complete topics.

Methods used by Flare and RoboHelp are similar to those used in FrameMaker. The equivalent of a text inset is called a snippet.

Some tools store these nuggets of information in separate files, and you can share them among projects. Regardless, for our purpose you need only identify them in a spreadsheet or other document so that team members can understand the intention and the potential for reuse. 



Sample content units  



SOP purpose statement 

SOP activities list 

Before You Begin  
Although you are welcome to browse and search this wiki, you need 
to register as a collaborator to perform certain tasks that are detailed 
on this page. If you want to propose additions or changes to current 
terminology, see Registration Process for Collaborators.  

Wiki registration statement 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first two information blocks represent content used in standard operating procedures. Note the re-used variable representing the sector name, as well as the linked list of activities. Each activity is reusable, meaning that lists can be mixed and matched.

I used the registration statement in a wiki-based help site (MediaWiki), where I set up the reusable content in wiki templates and referenced them by a process called transclusion.



Training module 

Creating… 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

Objectives 

Challenge 

Introduction 

About… 

Key Concepts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is a training module represented by its various content units.

Lesson:
* Introductory paragraph
* About section with key concepts
* Objectives
* Task steps: Explanatory with gerund title

Lab:
* Table listing files to be used in the lab
* Challenge question 

Think of these as building blocks. Here they are randomly scattered because they are independent units. They might be used in training courses for different audiences, some of which share common content.



Training module 

Introduction 

Objectives 

About… 

Key Concepts 

Creating… 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

Steps 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

Challenge 

Lab X…  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is the fully assembled training module. The components on the left make up a lesson, and the components on the right comprise a lab (exercise).



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is the assembled lab. The table format is reusable, and each piece of content in the right column of the table might also appear in other modules.



Procedure in two contexts: user’s guide and lab exercise 

Heading 
Purpose statement 
Stem intro 
Steps 
Related Topics links 

 

Heading 
Lab table 
Stem intro 
Steps 
Challenge 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In this example, the lesson and the lab share the task steps. The stem sentence introducing the steps is different, however. 

In the lesson, it reads “To activate the LocalThesaurus plug-ins, follow these steps:”

In the lab, it reads “To complete this lab, follow these steps.”

These are the more granular kinds of content components that you need to consider when identifying content for reuse.



Let’s conclude 
with some 
reminders. 



Start small; think BIG  

• Analyze your own department’s content 
• If possible, partner with another group: 

–Documentation 
–Training 

• Identify content that the two can share 
• Create templates to support content 

modeling and reuse 



Step away from authoring tools 

• Document the results of your analysis   
• Create a content model 
• Map out the model 

Use common office productivity tools to 

Adapt the tool to the model; don’t adapt 
the model to the tool. 



Focus on your 

Users. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The outcome of your work should maximize the user experience.



Resources used for this webinar 

• Is the Help Helpful? by Jean Hollis Weber 
2004. Whitefish Bay, WI: Hentzenwerke 
ISBN: 1-930919-60-3 

• Content Management for Dynamic Web Delivery 
by JoAnn T. Hackos 
2002. New York, NY: Wiley & Sons 
ISBN: 0-471-08586-3 

• Managing Enterprise Content 
By Ann Rockley, Pamela Kostur,  
and Steve Manning 
2003. Indianapolis, IN: New Riders 
ISBN: 0-7357-1306-5 

More… 



More resources used  
for this webinar 
• The Content Management Bible 

By Bob Boiko 
2nd Ed, 2005. New York, NY: Wiley & Sons 
ISBN: 0-7645-7371-3 

• Developing Technical Training 
By Ruth Colvin Clark 
3rd Ed, 2008. San Francisco, CA: Pfeiffer 
ISBN: 978-0-7879-8846-3 
 



Contact me 

Eddie VanArsdall 
VanArsdall InfoDesign 
www.vanarsdall-infodesign.com 
evanarsdall@gmail.com 
703.201.6433 
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