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• A few years ago I went to the 
“Best Practices” conference, 
and I got to thinking… 

• How often do best practices 
emerge after first doing what 
ended up being a “worst 
practice?”

• I also think we learn things 
more readily when they are 
framed as a story of “things 
gone wrong”

How This Presentation Came About



• While I have some good stories of my 
own of DITA mishaps and adventures, I 
decided to reach out to my colleagues 
within IXIASOFT and to peers in the 
industry to get their take on the 
subject.

• In some cases the names have been 
changed to protect the innocent. And 
the “innocent.”

• In all cases, no company names are 
mentioned.

This Presentation Is Crowd-sourced



Two main types of issues appeared:
1. DITA-specific issues (aka, “poor 

information architecture decisions 
were made”)

2. Problems with processes (aka, “how 
not to work effectively with people”)

• Boundaries between categories can be 
fuzzy; ultimately it comes back to the 
people behind the issues

A Pattern Emerged…



“Who makes which bad decisions" 
by role helps to clarify things:
• Worst 

executive/sponsor/stakeholder 
decisions

• Worst people management 
decisions

• Worst DITA Information Architect 
decisions

• Worst DITA toolsmith decisions
• Worst writer decisions

Stake Holders

Original image by Jes https://www.flickr.com/photos/mugley/310184558/



1. Content Reuse is Always a Good 
Thing, Right? (No.)

2. Never Specialize Your  Content 
(Wrong.)

3. If a DITA Tag Exists, We Should 
Use It (Nope.)

4. All DITA is Good DITA, Right? 
(Definitely not.)  

5. A DITA Test Output Document? 
What’s That? (Make one!)

6. “Just Let IT Choose a CCMS for 
You” (Insert facepalm emoji.)

7. “Workflow Captures / Enforces 
All Possibilities” (So wrong.)

8. The Person with Too Many Hats 
(Haberdashery dashed.)

9. “They Can Learn DITA as They 
Use It” (Another facepalm.)

10. “We Already Have Sufficient 
Executive Buy-in” (Groan…)

What Was Covered in “Part 1”
The following scenarios were covered in the original presentation:



• Original slide deck available 
from SlideShare at: 
https://www.slideshare.net
/JackMolisani1/keith-
schengiliroberts-dita-
worst-practices

• Or, to make it simpler: 
http://bit.ly/2lcRq5P

Original is Available Online



1. Content Reuse is Always a Good 
Thing, Right? (No.)

2. Never Specialize Your  Content 
(Wrong.)

3. If a DITA Tag Exists, We Should 
Use It (Nope.)

4. All DITA is Good DITA, Right? 
(Definitely not.)  

5. A DITA Test Output Document? 
What’s That? (Make one!)

6. “Just Let IT Choose a CCMS for 
You” (Insert facepalm emoji.)

7. “Workflow Captures / Enforces All 
Possibilities” (So wrong.)

8. The Person with Too Many Hats 
(Haberdashery dashed.)

9. “They Can Learn DITA as They 
Use It” (Another facepalm.)

10. “We Already Have Sufficient 
Executive Buy-in” (Groan…)

Like Any Good Sequel…
There are the return of some familiar characters and situations 
from last time, but now with more info:



• Before I get started, I just want to point 
out that some of the examples here are 
from the early days of DITA 
deployments

• While many of these problems keep 
coming up, greater dissemination of 
DITA best practices from people who 
have experience using DITA and better 
tools means that there is a growing 
“core” of people with good experience 
out there

• But we can still learn from “Worst 
Practices”

Ideas on DITA Best Practices 
are More Widely Known

A really good book, from 2011



DITA-specific Issues
(aka “Poor Information Architecture 

Decisions Were Made”)



• At one company, an over-
zealous information 
architect decided to make 
DITA keys (keydefs) to 
cover every possibility

• At the end of the process, 
over 1K keys were created 
to cover every product 
name, trademark, 
interface control, file path, 
etc.

#1: Key Madness!



• The number of keys was not, in 
itself, the problem:
o There was no centralized “key 

store” for easy access
o Writers would create new keys if 

they couldn’t find the one they 
were looking for (duplication 
became rampant)

o Some of the names grew so long 
that the XML editor being used 
could not display the full name of 
the key 

This caused problems…



• All keys were subsequently 
centralized within “key store” maps 
for easy access

• A concise, consistent naming 
scheme for key definitions was 
adopted

• Naming schemes enforced human-
readable/-understandable key 
definitions

• Key definition length had to be 
within constraints of authoring tool

Solution: Effective Key Management



#2: Content Reuse is Always a Good Thing, Right?

Yes, but it also depends on how you do it. 
Consider this example: 

• A tech docs group finds that they want to 
use the conref mechanism for reuse 
purposes, such as:

o Creating a standard way of referencing 
standardized phrases, such as “Click OK”

o “Let’s use the new trademark term used 
in this topic and use that everywhere”

o One writer likes a paragraph another 
writer has created in a topic

In all/most cases, the first version encountered 
is conrefed, which is in turn re-conrefed, and 
so on, and so on…
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How the pain emerges:
• Someone conrefs a phrase 

containing a conref, which may 
contain another conref, and so on, 
and so on…

• Nobody knows the origin of the 
original conref and it needs to be 
changed…

• Somebody changes the targeted 
conref-ed word/phrase/block 
unknowingly, affecting all 
publications that link to it

Welcome to “Spaghetti Conrefs”
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“I have seen 20K references to a 
single topic, in a folder 
containing 40K objects. I saw this 
when a small amount of content 
needed to be extracted and 
handed off and 10K topics having 
to be included for a 20-topic map, 
because you can never get to the 
bottom of the broken links to files 
which link to other files which link 
to…”

The Horror… The Horror…
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1. Just don’t do that. For phrases that are 
commonly used, create a “conref warehouse”: 
this is a single file or set of files that cover off 
most commonly-used blocks of content

• When people want to add new items, discuss with 
the group, then add accepted additions to this 
warehouse topic

2. For trademark terms / product / company names, 
consider using keys, and storing their values in a 
key store map

Solutions to Spaghetti Conrefs



• There was once a writing 
team that didn’t like 
writing short descriptions, 
and didn’t see the point in 
doing them; they got their 
Information Architect to 
constrain them away 

#3: Constraining Out Short Descriptions



• Became harder for writers 
to re-use content, as the 
title of the topic was all 
they had to go on when 
searching for material to 
reuse; the writers found it 
harder to find content to 
reuse

• Resulting SEO is poor as 
users find it harder to 
locate content

What Could Go Wrong with That?

“...of all the DITA elements, 
shortdesc is most like a 
credit card with a loyalty 
program that rewards you 
for using it.”

-Don Day



Short Descriptions and SEO

DITA

XHTML

Google
Search

Short Descriptions help with SEO, as they are displayed immediately after the 
webpage title in a Google Search:



• While short descriptions are not factored in search engine rankings, 
user behaviours are

• Google measures click-through rates (CTR)
• A well-written, descriptive short description ensures more click-

throughs

Short Descriptions and Click-throughs



• A well-written short description tells the would-be reader why it is 
worth clicking on
o Task: tell users what they can accomplish 
o Concept: tell users about what you are describing and why they should 

care
o Reference: tell users what the referenced item does or what it can be 

used for
o Troubleshooting: describe the symptoms of a problem a user may 

encounter and let them know that this topic can help

• While shortdesc best practices suggests two sentences, Google 
truncates search results at ~156 characters

• They also help when searching for reusable content within a CCMS

Writing Effective Short Descriptions for SEO



• A DITA output related tale: a DITA 
test document is a map + topics 
designed specifically to test output 
conditions

• As new XSL transforms are added, 
include new content to the test 
document to see how they work

• Can be used to test fonts, image 
sizing, widow/orphan control, how 
errors appear; basically to test the 
“look and feel” of everything

#4: A DITA Test Output Document? 
What’s That?



Why having a test document can be useful:
• Example: shortly after a software 

upgrade, images were no longer rendered 
properly for a new document; blame was 
put on software

• Separate test installation showed that 
new software was working fine

• A recent change in how images were 
inserted into DITA code was the real 
culprit; in the end a single line of XSL 
code had to be tweaked

• Discovering the root cause without 
having a test document took 8 hours…

“It Was Working Before”
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• It should test all aspects of your DITA 
output conditions

• It can serve as a companion to your style 
guide, showing expected output under all 
circumstances

• Every time something is changed (new 
DITA feature, software, rendering engine, 
etc.), check output using test document 
and compare to previous version

• It should not be an existing document, as 
it can always be changed (as the last 
example shows)

Solution: Create Your Own Output Test Document



• At a firm where they recently 
introduced DITA, there was a technical 
writer on the team who had a hard 
time grasping topic-based writing

• Over the objections of their 
information architect, their manager 
(who wasn’t that familiar with DITA 
either) let this writer use one topic 
with dozens of sections, basically 
dropping a whole chapter or even an 
entire doc within a single (generic) 
topic

#5: A Document within a Topic



• The original writer 
eventually moved 
on (presumably to 
a job not involving 
DITA)

Reuse? What’s That?

• When the next 
generation product 
was developed, the 
next writer had to 
break all of these 
sections into new 
topics before the 
topics could be 
reused



• This caused a lot more work for the second writer. And the same 
problem was encountered by other writers who ended up having to 
update the original writer’s content.

• Simple solution: don’t squeeze a doc into a single topic
• But more broadly this underscores the need for effective training 

and ongoing support for your technical writers in the fundamentals 
of DITA
o (That and listen to your Information Architects!)

A Valuable Lesson Was Learned by the Team



• Sharon Figueira’s 
story: “during the first 
migration I did, my 
team and I were so 
enchanted with DITA 
and its every last
detail that we 
implemented as many 
tags as possible. We 
had the approach of:                
‘if it’s there we should 
use it’. 

#6: If a DITA Tag Exists, 
We Should Use It

Basic + Technical DITA 1.3 Elements

433 Elements



• It was a self-made problem: “The ridiculous thing was that we 
weren’t using these tags before DITA, so why we thought we 
suddenly had a need for @fastpath etc. I have no idea.” 

• The pain: “the writers soon revolted and refused to put in multiple 
inline tags per paragraph.” 

The Problem, The Pain



• While you might want to add new semantically-descriptive tags/elements 
to your existing content when migrating, the suggestion is to “build out 
complexity slowly and in response to a well-understood need.”

• Lightweight DITA might also be something to think about, if not for your 
writers then perhaps for your SMEs:

You Are Not Obliged to Use All DITA Tags

<alt>
<body>
<b>
<data>
<dd>
<dlentry>
<dt>
<dl>

<desc>
<fig>
<fn>
<image>
<i>
<keydef>
<linktext>
<li>

<map>
<note>
<ol>
<p>
<navtitle>
<ph>
<pre>
<prolog>

<section>
<shortdesc>
<simpletable>
<stentry>
<sthead>
<strow>
<sub>
<sup>

<title>
<topic>
<topicmeta>
<topicref>
<u>
<ul>
<xref>

Multimedia
<audio>
<media-
autoplay>
<media-
controls>
<media-loop>

<media-
muted>
<media-
source>
<media-
track>
<video>
<video-
poster>

- 39 “regular” topic elements, 48 when including multimedia elements



Problems with Tools and Processes
(aka “how not to work effectively with people”)



• This is more a piece of advice 
from someone who has worked 
in the field as a consultant for a 
long time: Eliot Kimber

• From a post last December to 
the Yahoo! DITA Users Group, 
he talked about CCMSs and the 
portability of DITA content and 
he got to talking about tools, 
including CCMSs

#6: Don’t Choose Your CCMS First



“…putting a CCMS in place should be 
the *last* thing you do in your DITA 
implementation, not the first. A CCMS 
is a huge investment in time and 
money and it’s a decision that is very 
hard to undo once you do it. You need 
to proceed carefully and you can’t do 
that until you have enough experience 
with DITA in general and your 
requirements in particular to be able 
to make an informed decision”.

His Thoughts on 
When to Buy a CCMS



Again, from Eliot:
“Here are some easy tests of a potential system:
1. Give them a set of maps and topics and related resources with at least… 

local specializations and ask them what’s involved in getting it into their 
system. 

2. Give them some custom OT plugins and ask what it takes to make them 
available. 

3. Tell them you really require branched versioning and ask them how that 
works in their system. 

4. Mention that your documents use scoped keys. What features do they 
have to support the storage and authoring of those documents.

5. Do [an] import and export test.”

What to Look for When Buying a CCMS?



A final word on this from Eliot:
• “You cannot know whether or not a CCMS 

system really works until you go through 
your second or third revision cycle. Only 
then will you see where it succeeds or fails 
in terms of version management, revision 
control, support for version-aware linking, 
etc.”

• The original post: 
https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/dita
-users/conversations/messages/44354

Don’t Get the Tools Until You 
Know They Will Do the Job



• A couple of years ago I worked on an 
internal project, studying the factors 
behind “successful” RFIs/RFQs from 
the vendor perspective

• Over a third of the RFIs/RFQs I 
reviewed had zero or minimal 
references to “DITA” in them

• In most of these cases it was clear 
that IT was choosing a CCMS based 
on their technical requirements, 
with little to no input from the 
technical writers

#7: “Just Let IT Choose a CCMS for You”



2018

• Technical writing team is given a CCMS that they had no 
part in selecting; not surprisingly, this often leads to general 
unhappiness

• Project may lead to outright failure; DITA / CCMS initiative 
may be dropped 

• Or, at significant expense, a second, more appropriate CCMS 
is selected, this time with input from technical writing staff

Some Not Unexpected Results When this Happens
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• When your company is choosing a 
CCMS, make sure that the technical 
writing staff plays an active part in 
the selection

• Should cover not only what you need 
in terms of DITA requirements, but in 
terms of processes and expected 
workflows, report capabilities, 
metrics gathering, expected content 
contributions from SMEs, localization 
requirements, etc.!

Technical Writers Need to Part 
of Any RFI Created
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• Based on the information from 84 different RFIs I reviewed, 
these were the top five features that were requested:

Additional Info: Top Five CCMS Feature Requests

1. Workflow
2. Need for Reviews
3. Taxonomy Support

4. Localization Support
5. Reports / SME 

Contribution (tie)



• The following happened at a company that 
was undergoing a merger:
o The “home team” was well underway with 

a DITA project that they had undertaken
o Thinking they were helping, they converted 

a huge amount of legacy content from the 
TechDocs team from the newly-acquired 
firm 

#8: A Unified DITA Content Strategy Ought 
to Be… Unified 



• The DITA content basically just sat there, 
in a file folder 

• The other team was then accused of 
“dragging their feet” when it came to 
working with DITA

• What the “home team” didn’t do was 
provide much in the way of training, or 
open up lines of communication with the 
other team

What They Didn’t Do



• Provide training.
• Build a bridge from the tools and 

processes that people knew to those 
that they didn’t know.

• Create written processes to clarify roles, 
especially for things that everyone used 
to understand as second nature.

• Foster a sense of unity.
• Communicate early and often.

Need to Stream Content and Teams



• Must remember that all documentation is made by and for 
people

• DITA may be a driver towards creating better documentation, but 
it is part of a larger process that involves people and tools

• Need to think about documentation in a new way

Documentation Does Not Happen by Magic



Who Is Actually “Practicing ” DITA?



The “Technical Writer” Job Landscape is Changing…
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• When it comes to API 
documentation, programmers are 
expected to provide much of the 
content. This is often framed and 
put into context by technical writers.

• The advent of Agile documentation 
processes in small software 
development teams means that, in 
some circumstances, SMEs had to 
write content.

One Reason: SMEs are Producing More Upstream Content



• Applications Engineer
• Chief Information Architect, UX 

Analyst
• Consulting Content Strategist
• Content Architect
• Content Developer
• Content Management Specialist
• Content Strategist
• DITA Architect
• DITA Content Strategist
• DITA Information Architect
• DITA Migration Specialist
• Information Architect

• Information Developer
• Information Experience 

Manager
• Knowledge Architect
• Lead Information Developer
• Localization Program Manager
• Manager, XML CMS and L10n 

Systems
• Principal Content Experience 

Developer
• Principal Information Developer
• Product Architect

• Project Manager and 
Documentation Engineer

• Senior Content Developer
• Senior Content Strategist
• Senior Documentation Tools 

Developer
• Staff Information Architect
• Team Leader Technical 

Documentation
• User Assistance Development 

Architect
• UX Designer
• XML/DITA Coordinator

The Other Reason: The Role of the “Technical Writer” is Changing

In a survey I did of 1,500 LinkedIn profiles where people claimed to be using DITA, 
66% were not employed as traditional technical writers; some selected job titles:



“Technical writer” jobs 
are being replaced by 
positions that use 
structured content to 
add more value by 
focusing on the content 
experience for users.

We are in the middle of a significant industry change

DITA

XMLFrameMaker
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• “Technical Writing”, at least when it comes to DITA-based content, is no longer 
about writing finely-crafted prose, but about structuring content in a way that best 
serves the needs of users, whenever and wherever they need it

• Also, having “DITA” in your resume is definitely a good thing, as the chart below 
shows (starting wages in $US for Tech Writers vs. Tech Writers + DITA)

A Final Thought
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Questions?

Keith Schengili-Roberts
Senior DITA Content Strategist

robertsk@ixiasoft.com


