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Who’s This Guy?

What I do:
• DITA Evangelist & Market Researcher at 

IXIASOFT 

• Chair of OASIS DITA Adoption Committee

• Member of OASIS DITA Technical 

Committee and LwDITA Sub-committee

• Lecturer on Information Architecture at 

the University of Toronto

• 12+ years of experience with DITA XML
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Am Also “DITAWriter”

• Industry blog started 7+ years ago

• Over 285,000 hits(!)

• Regularly updated info on DITA 

conferences, DITA books, companies 

using DITA, DITA CMSes, DITA editors, 

other DITA tools, and DITA consulting 

firms

• News and views on DITA use 

• Also features interviews with those 

making a difference in the world of 

DITA



Agenda

1. Introduction

2. Building an Internal 

Documentation Set

3. The Benefits of Having a 

Writing Style Guide

4. Documenting Your Processes

5. Having a DITA Style Guide

6. DITA Output Test Document

7. Q/A



Building an Internal Documentation Set
The Documents Your Doc Team Needs and Why
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Why Have Internal Documentation?

• Consistency: helps present a single 

“voice” to your users

• New Team Members: brings them 

up-to-speed more quickly

• Ongoing Reference: team 

members have a reference they 

can easily check when a question 

arises

• Institutional Memory: answers the 

“what happens if you get hit by a 

bus” question
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What Do You Need? 

If you are not using DITA:

•A writing style reference

•An outline of your internal processes

If you are using DITA, you need two additional 

documents:

•A DITA “style” guide

•A test document for your output
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The Benefits of Having a Writing Style 

Guide
Why it matters to the technical writers on your team
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Use External References

Borrow from the extensive work done by 

others! Works to consider:

• The Chicago Manual of Style or The 

Associated Press Stylebook

• Microsoft Manual of Style for Technical 

Publications

• Strunk & White’s The Elements of Style

• Systems and software engineering: 

Requirements for designers and developers 

of user documentation ISO/IEC 26514:2008

• Other references specific to your line of 

business
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What These External References Can Do for You

• Provide guidelines for 

grammar usage (serial or 

Oxford comma?)

• Direction on tone and 

voice (how to write in first, 

second or third person; 

passive vs. active voice)

• Provides a model that you 

can extend in your own 

style reference
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Build Your Own Writing Style Guide

• It’s not enough to simply point to an external 

guide, but to cover specific instances that make 

sense in your own context

• Should cover:

• Terminology choices (“3D”, “3-D”, “three D”?)

• Case usage for titles and captions

• List item usage (period at end of final point?)

• U.S. or British spelling (“defense” or “defence”?)

Always illustrate these points with examples!
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Company/Product Specific Issues

• Proper and improper use of 

company or product names 

(can the company name use a 

possessive?)

• List existing copyrights and 

trademarks and describe 

usage:

• Are trademarks used as 

nouns or adjectives?

• Can trademarks be used 

possessively?
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Provide Incorrect and Correct Usage Examples

Illustrate your points by first providing an example of incorrect usage, 

followed by correct usage:

• Use trademarks as adjectives: trademarks should be followed by a generic 

noun that the trademark describes, not used as nouns in and of 

themselves.

• Incorrect: Install Windows®.

• Correct: Install the Windows operating system.

• Do not use trademarks possessively: use the generic noun that follows to 

indicate possession.

• Incorrect: The XYZ's cables are included in the box.

• Correct: The XYZ headphone's cables are included in the box.
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Other Things You Could Cover

•Active vs. passive voice

•Use of gender-neutral 

language

•Audience

•Sentence length

•When to use gerund 

phrases (such as in titles 

for task topics)

•Whether and how 

possessives can be used

•Number usage (i.e. spelled 

out or number?)

•Acronym and abbreviation 

usage

•When to use hyphens, en

dashes and em dashes
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Build Your Own Writing Style Guide

• It’s not enough to simply point to an external guide, but to cover 

specific instances that make sense in your own context

• Should cover:

• Terminology choices (“3D”, “3-D”, “three D”?)

• Case usage for titles and captions

• List item usage (period at end of final point?)

• U.S. or British spelling (“defense” or “defence”?)

Always illustrate these points with examples!
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Documenting Your Processes
The Processes that Determine How Your Docs are Produced
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Process Guide

Why have one?

• Helps new people unfamiliar with your processes

• Serves as a reference when a novel situation arises

• Can settle disputes over who does what and when

• Makes concrete what may have never  previously been written down
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What to Cover

•It should outline your publication 

process from draft stage to finalized 

and approved document, detailing 

each step 

•Define all roles in the process 

(writer, editor, SME, localization 

coordinator, approver, etc.)

•Consider creating swimlane flow 

chart(s) outlining the process for 

easy reference
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Sample Documentation Swimlane Diagram
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Having a DITA Style Guide
Why DITA “Style” Matters
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DITA Style?

•The DITA specification is large; this 

is a chance to define what tags 

you use and in what context

• If you have constraints in place, 

document them!

•Emphasize and cover (local) best 

practices

•Also a chance to educate new 

writers and as a reference for 

experienced writers
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What Not to Do: Use Every DITA Tag Possible

• One story from a DITA 

implementation: “We had 

the approach of: if it’s there 

we should use it” 

• 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 filepath etc. I 

have no idea.” 

• The result: “the writers soon 

revolted and refused to put 

in multiple inline tags per 

paragraph.” 

Basic + Technical DITA 1.3 Elements

433 Elements
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What Should it Contain?

Some examples of what it could 

include:

• Define the content that should go into 

each topic type

• Nesting rules (e.g. how “deep” list 

items can go)

• Typical table structuring (Simple vs 

CALS? Both?)

• How images are managed (insert fig 

and caption?)

• What are valid image types?

• Outline preferred block and inline tags

• Key structure (e.g. their naming 

convention and where to find them in 

a map)

• Any existing filtering conditions and 

how/when to use 

Provide relevant examples!
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One Example: Writing Short Descriptions

Task Topics: Write task short descriptions so that readers 

understand what they can accomplish once they read the 

topic.

Example: “How to Set Security Settings”

• Incorrect: Use this procedure to configure security settings 

for the ABC product.

• Correct: Security settings determine who can and cannot use 

the ABC product.
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Don’t Forget Map Usage!

• Describe/illustrate a typical 

bookmap structure

• What are the metadata you 

use? If you have a 

subjectScheme, list and 

describe its values

• Outline any nesting rules for 

topics and maps within your 

bookmaps



2018

Talk About Writing for Reuse

• Typical words to avoid, such as “above”, 

“below”, “new”

• Ensure topics focus on conveying a 

single idea/procedure; no “omnibus” 

topics

• Rules on what to conref, e.g. only at 

block or sentence level, but not at 

phrase level; or whether you use 

“library” topics

• Document key usage and how they are 

structured in a typical document
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Things Specific to Your Output Types

• Do you use outputclass for handling specific conditions? If so, 

document when and where they are used and the intended effect 

they have

• If you implement constraints (or deprecate elements), outline what 

domain or specific elements are restricted and why
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DITA Output Test Document
What Things Should Look Like, and Checking for Edge Cases
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A DITA Test Output Document? What’s That?

• A DITA test document is a map + 

topics designed specifically to test 

output conditions

• As new XSL transforms are added, 

add 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
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Examples of outputclass Formatting

• Show how any specific outputclass are implemented and what to 

expect
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Why Have a DITA Test Document?

• General reference for output 

formatting

• Demonstrates typical look-and-

feel of your output (such as PDF) 

both for your team and those with 

an interest in corporate branding

• Should contain all branding 

elements, boilerplate information, 

etc. 

• A comprehensive look at how 

content can be structured
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“It was Working Before”

• It’s also a good way to test that everything is 

working as it should.

• Example: shortly after a software upgrade, 

images 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…
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Proulx’s DITA Test Document Dictum 

• Create a separate test document designed to 

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

• Should not be an existing document, as it can 

always be changed (as the last example 

shows)

Martin Proulx
Senior IT Specialist & 

Integration, IXIASOFT
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Other Tools that Can Help

• Acrolinx analyses content as 

it is being written by your 

writers

• Schematron rules can be 

used with DITA content to 

help enforce house style

• QA Plugin for DITA-OT checks 

for passive voice, word count, 

“junk word” usage, etc.
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These are Living Documents!

• Typically an editor is entrusted with adding to and updating these 

documents on a regular basis

• Should embody what they cover (“self documenting”)

• Whenever there is a style-related dispute within your team, the 

decided outcome should be documented

• Don’t create these all at once, instead build them over time
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Summing Up

Creating an internal documentation set covering your house style 

provides the following:

• A basis for creating a consistent message and voice to your users

• Educates new members of your team

• Exists as a reference for existing team members

• Outline processes to follow

• Describes best practices to follow

• Tests edge cases in formatting

• Can settle disputes!
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A Final Word

“Absorb what is 

useful. Discard 

what is not, add 

what is uniquely 

your own.”

Bruce Lee
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Further Reading

•The DITA Style Guide, by Tony Self: 

https://ditastyle.com/

•QA Plugin for DITAOT: 

https://sourceforge.net/projects/qa-plugin-dot/

•Schematron for Information Architects, oXygen 

https://www.oxygenxml.com/events/2015/Sche

matron4ia.dita.pdf



2018

QA

• Blog on www.ixiasoft.com

• Twitter: @IXIASOFT and @KeithIXIASOFT

• Email: robertsk@ixiasoft.com

• IXIASOFT DITA CMS Users LinkedIn group

• OASIS DITA Adoption Committee articles

• Member of OASIS DITA Technical 

Committee


