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Who is this guy?
Keith Schengili-Roberts 

Recently joined Precision Content as a Content 
Specialist and Information Architect

Member of OASIS DITA Technical Committee

Chair of DITA Adoption Committee

Professor of Information Architecture at 
University of Toronto

The “Writer” behind DITAWriter.com

Keith@PrecisionContent.com
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About DITAWriter.com
A nexus for DITA-related information, 

Features interviews, helpful information for 
those just starting to work with the 
standard, my own thoughts about the 
current state of DITA, and much more

Over 376,000 hits

Listing of companies that are using DITA, 
designed to aid technical writers looking for 
DITA jobs close to them

Independent, no ads
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Skeptics Make Poor Futurists

I was asked by Adobe to speak about the 
future of technical communications

Problem is, I am a skeptic by nature. I am 
probably not the person you want to choose 
to predict the future.

What I plan to do is survey what we currently 
know, and highlight some industry trends

And if 2020 has demonstrated nothing else, 
it’s how unpredictable things can be
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Explaining the Title for this Talk
I don’t think structured content is 
“dead”, but I do think that we are 
going to see some significant 
changes in how it is put to use

The same technologies being used 
on structured content are also being 
applied to unstructured content

And unstructured content is not 
necessarily as unstructured as you 
may think

DITA is ultimately a niche market, but 
what a niche!
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Futurists Rarely Talk About the Past…
But I think it is important to 
know more about where we 
have come from in order to 
have a better idea as to 
where I think we may be 
going, and why
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A Short History of Technical Writing
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The Early Days
There has always been a need to instruct people 
on how to do practical things, including:

- Ancient Egyptian medical and mathematical 
texts

- Certain Ancient Greek philosophical works

- Roman engineering texts

- Medieval instructional publications 

In English, the first instruction manual is 
considered to be Chaucer’s “A Treatise on the 
Astrolabe”
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Up to Early 20th Century
From then until the early 20th century, 
manuals tended to focus on techniques, 
often including aspects of self-
improvement

Tended to contain lots of anecdotes, 
were often prescriptively moralistic, and 
came with suggestions on how to 
become a better person who could 
fight/fly/swim/behave.
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Beginnings of Modern Technical Writing
Technical writing as we know it started in 
early 20th century; focused on instructing 
people how to work with technology

For Model T manual (1919) is a good 
example of this

Joseph Chapline wrote first computer 
manual for the BINAC (1949)

Was often done by a single person, often a 
Subject Matter Expert (SME)

They tended to be idiosyncratic and often 
were one-offs
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Beginnings of Structured Authoring
Much of structured content ultimately 
derives from studies done in the U.S. Army 
and Navy from the 1950's and 1960's 
seeking more effective documentation.

When seeking information quickly, users do 
not want a story (narrative), they want just 
the information they need to do the job.

Typed, modular information helps 
accomplish this.
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Information Mapping®
Designed to provide quick and easy access to 
information at the right level of detail to readers

Introduced the idea of writing modular 
structure/content

- A block is limited to a single topic

- Blocks are grouped into maps

Sound familiar? 

Precision Content is a modern adaptation of methods 
taught by Information Mapping International (though it 
is not affiliated or endorsed by it)
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Precision Content Applied to Unstructured 
Content

Strives for clarity, 
consistency, 
conciseness, and 
focuses on easily 
digestible blocks of 
content

From this

To this
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The Rise of Desktop Publishing            
(and Unstructured Content) in 80s
Non-structured, but allowed for the 
creation of content quickly and easily

Over time, it was also possible to output 
content to various formats, including PDF 
and Web 

This is the beginning of the unstructured 
vs. structured content dichotomy: ease-
of-use + low overhead vs. significant 
value add but higher upfront processing
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90s-era IBM Faced Two 
Documentation Issues
Back in the 90s, IBM documentation teams were facing two 
main issues:

◦ Content needed to be tailored for the web

◦ Too many output formats, needing lots of tools

IBM opted to create an XML-based, topic-typed documentation 
standard, called "DITA" 

◦ 1 Topic = 1 Web page

◦ Made it an open standard so that they could benefit from sharing 
info with their business partners

DITA Open Toolkit opened up multi-channel publishing
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DITA Has Evolved
Current version is 1.3, moving to 
DITA 2.0 likely next year
◦ Started out with three topic 

types (concept, task, reference)

◦ Precision Content adds two 
more: process and principle

There is also promise in 
Lightweight DITA
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Information Type Examples
If the goal of the information is to … Then use the information type …

• List the nutritional facts for cherry cola Reference

• Explain what a soft drink is Concept

• Instruct you on how to safely open your can of cola Task

• Illustrate how cola is bottled Process

• Warn you not to drop a Mentos in your cola bottle Principle
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Where We Are Today
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Most Content is Unstructured
Unstructured content is thought to make 
up roughly 80% or more of all enterprise 
data

And what is the world’s most popular 
technical writing tool? Word.

So structuring content is the solution to 
making unstructured content more 
usable, right? 

- The path is not so clear cut
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Unstructured Content Has More 
“Structure” than You Might Think
MS Office applications have been using their own form of 
XML since at least 2003

- while it does not separate content from formatting per se, 
as you can see from this early example it does contain a 
semblance of structure

Similarly, image and video files come with a substantial 
amount of metadata content

- this provides useful information on when, where and who 
created it
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Who is Using DITA?
This is using the latest DITA on the 
number of firms known to be using DITA

DITA started in the software sector, and 
it is still the single largest group of DITA 
users

◦ Worth noting that many of the other 
industries mentioned here are also using DITA 
when documenting their software

Despite that, DITA use is widespread, 
and still seeing overall growth
◦ “Other” in particular keeps growing, 

emphasizing widespread growth

Computer 

Software

26%
Information 

Technology 

and Services

13%

Telecommunications

6%Semiconductors

5%
Medical Devices

4%

Financial Services

3%

Electrical/Electronic 

Manufacturing

3%

Machinery

3%

Mechanical or Industrial 

Engineering

2%

Internet

2%

Oil & Energy

2%

Automotive

2%

Hospital & Health Care

2%

Computer & Network 

Security

1%

Publishing

1%

Aviation & Aerospace

1%

Computer Networking

1%

Computer Hardware

1%

Education Management

1%

E-Learning

1%

Defense & Space

1%

Higher Education

1%

Pharmaceuticals

1%

Industrial Automation

1%

Printing

1%

Consumer Electronics

1%

Nonprofit Organization

1%

Other

12%

DITA USAGE BY INDUSTRY SECTOR,                     

Q4 2020

COUNT=756
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So Which Firms Get the Most Benefit 
from DITA?
It is large firms that can 
leverage the largest benefits 
from going down the path of 
DITA

The types of efficiencies that 
DITA brings work best at scale 
(more on that later)

"Small Firms" 

(1 - 500 

employees),  

36%
"Large Firms" (500+ 

employees)

64%

Size of companies Using DITA

(By Number of Employees) as of Q4 2020
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How Large is Large?

6%

13%

22%

26%

33%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

$1M-

$1M to $10M

$10M to $100M

$100M to $1B

1B+

Sizes of Firms Using DITA by Annual Revenue

60%{
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Who is Not Using DITA? 
Structured content requires an 
investment of time and money

◦ Benefits are worth it, but may not be 
apparent/obvious at first

Smaller firms

Many firms also adopting a hybrid 
approach

◦ Rare to find a large firm that is using DITA 
exclusively
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DITA’s Primary “Superpower”:       
Content Reuse
The design decision to make 
DITA content reusable ended up 
being of the standard's 
"superpowers"; none of the 
other major XML 
documentation standards 
(DocBook, S1000D) emphasize 
this

It has enabled the business 
success of DITA



@PCASinc@PCASinc

Chief Business Strengths of DITA
These are the reasons that most 
people with even a passing 
familiarity of DITA will be familiar 
with:

- Content Reuse

- Lower localization costs

- Content/Formatting separation

- Multi-channel publishing
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The Less Obvious Benefits of DITA

In addition to all the things DITA was designed for, when 
done right, it can also do the following:

- Advance product SEO

- Provide a better user customer experience

- Topic/semantic structure works well with emerging 
system, like chatbots
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Customer Experience Has Become a 
Business Imperative
- Before the digital 
transformation, key business 
interactions with customers 
happened in the physical world

- But then our customers moved 
online. And we moved what had 
formerly been physical content 
online as well. 

- Technical documentation has 
come to the fore, since it often 
contains targeted info 
customers are looking for
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DITA Topics Target Two of Google’s Four 
User “Moments” 

DITA-based technical documentation often matches 

these two categories, and these “moments” 

are what Google optimizes its search results for
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Enter: Chatbots and Artificial Intelligence

• This subject has been getting a 
lot of interest in marketing and 
technical documentation 

• We are still in the early days, 
but it is likely to become 
another facet in the overall 
customer experience journey



@PCASinc@PCASinc

How Does DITA-based Technical 
Documentation Fit In?
Chatbots take one of two paths when working 
with external content (including technical 
content):

1. Digests existing material which it incorporates 
directly within itself, or 

2. It refers to appropriate material a user wants 
via metadata

Either way, having tech docs in a structured 
format (like DITA) makes it easier for chatbots to 
digest or find content to reference because well-
defined content types + descriptive metadata 
make it easier for chatbots to use
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Integrating DITA Content with Chatbots
• Think of chatbots as a new, 

complementary channel for 
content delivery that works best 
with structured content

• DITA definitely has a role here; 
not directly in the chatbot 
“conversation”, but in providing 
technical content when it is 
needed
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AI is Being Applied to Unstructured Content 
IBM Watson can be applied to 
unstructured and structured content

◦ IBM calls AI “the key to making 
unstructured data useful”

◦ Microsoft, Google, Amazon and others 
are all producing tools for analyzing 
unstructured content, images, and 
audio data

Still early days, but worth noting that 
AI (and chatbots) are not being used 
exclusively with structured content
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Some Likely Near-term 
Trends
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The “Technical Writer” Job Landscape is 
Changing…
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One Reason: SMEs are Producing More 
Upstream Content
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.
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The Other Reason: The Role of the 
“Technical Writer” is Changing

- Applications Engineer

- Chief Information Architect, UX Analyst

- Consulting Content Strategist

- Content Architect

- Content Developer

- Content Management Specialist

- Content Strategist

- DITA Architect

- DITA Content Strategist

- 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

- 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

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:
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Where Is DITA on the Technology Adoption 
Life Cycle?

2004 ~2025 ?~20302007 2010 2017
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Thank you
Reach out to us at

more-info@precisioncontent.com


