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Preface

About this book
Many books about technical writing tell you how to develop different elements 
of technical information, such as headings, lists, tables, and indexes. We took a 
different approach with this book; we organized it to show you how to apply 
quality characteristics that make technical information, including information 
embedded in user interfaces, easy to use, easy to understand, and easy to find. 
We hope you will find our approach useful and comprehensive—and we hope 
that you will find the information in this book easy to use, easy to understand, 
and easy to find!

Is this book for you?
If you are a writer, editor, information architect, or reviewer of technical 
information and user interfaces, then yes, this book is for you. If you work on 
software information, this book will be of particular interest to you because 
most of the examples in it come from the domain of software. However, the 
quality characteristics and guidelines apply to all technical information.

In general, this book assumes that you know the basics of good grammar, 
punctuation, and spelling as they apply to writing. It does not assume that you 
are familiar with what makes technical information effective or ineffective.

Changes in this edition
The organization of the book and the quality characteristics remain the same. 
However, within each quality characteristic, we made significant changes 
by replacing some guidelines with new ones, adding many new examples, 
and broadening the scope of the kinds of information that we discuss. If you 

    xvii
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are familiar with previous editions, you’ll find a great deal of new content 
in this edition. For example, the following guidelines are among those that 
we added: 

•	 “Apply a pattern for disclosing information” in the chapter about 
completeness

•• “Guide users through the information” in the chapter about retrievability
•• “Put information where users expect it” in the chapter about organization
•• “Make information interactive” in the chapter about visual effectiveness

These changes resulted from several developments in technical communication:

•	 Greater emphasis on the embedded assistance in user interfaces
•• The need to plan for information access from mobile devices
•• The pervasiveness of Google and other search engines as users’ preferred 

method for looking for information
•• Video as a delivery medium for technical information

As with earlier developments in this field during the many years that these 
quality characteristics have been in use, the characteristics remain relevant 
while the definition of technical information expands in scope. This quality 
framework continues to apply to the information that we provide today. In 
addition, we have found that the characteristics apply well to user interfaces, 
which benefit from application of the guidelines much as other content does.

We hope that you find this book useful in improving the quality of the 
information that you develop.
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c h a p t e r  1
Technical information  
continues to evolve

The nature of our work as technical communicators continues to change, more 
rapidly than ever. The authors of this book can see it even over the short course, 
relatively speaking, of our own careers in technical communication. Some of us 
began our careers delivering camera-ready copy for a shelf of physical books 
and then began producing context-sensitive online help that was installed with 
the product. With the advent of the web, we used our online help-writing skills 
to rework books into online topic-based documentation.
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Today, writers sigh or laugh ruefully over the fact that users don’t click help 
links. Testing with users validates this premise—that users don’t want to ask 
for separate help—but that they do use all of the text they see in user interfaces 
to do their tasks. In surveys, users often say that their first response to trouble 
is to ask a colleague. In testing, when users were forced to seek additional 
assistance, a majority in our tests tried to search the Internet or visit a video site 
such as YouTube rather than reading the help. This finding is surprising at first, 
but on reflection, is the equivalent of asking a colleague.

One reason that users avoid help documentation is that we, as a profession, 
have taught them that, as one user told us, “There’s nothing good there.” For 
example, when we moved from command-oriented products to those with 
graphical interfaces, technical information was focused on helping users to 
understand how to manipulate the user interface. Although that focus made 
sense during the transition, many writers continue that focus today, 20 years 
after the transition. In spite of knowing better, we continue to produce huge 
amounts of help documentation.

As technical writers, we need to recognize this shift in our audience and move 
past it to address users where they are. A new generation of technology-savvy 
users is entering the workforce, existing workers are becoming more adept, 
and technology is becoming more sophisticated. Because of these changes, the 
emphasis is on more usable, intuitive, and appealing products. Now we need 
to expand our focus beyond topic-based information and onto the product user 
interfaces themselves, with input field labels, messages, and other embedded 
text, which collectively we refer to as embedded assistance. 

We need to recognize that topics alone cannot address all needs. Topics 
work well in some contexts and for some types of documentation: planning, 
application programming, technical concepts, troubleshooting, and hardware 
diagrams. In many contexts, users expect to stay where they are and figure 
out how to do their tasks without reading separate documentation. But in 
many other contexts, especially mobile contexts, users want to watch a video 
introduction or a presentation by an expert. We need to write information for 
users where they are, focused on what they’re trying to accomplish, instead of 
trying to make them read what they don’t want to read.

Embedded assistance
Our profession has different definitions for embedded assistance.

Some groups refer to static, descriptive inline text in a user interface as 
embedded assistance and differentiate it from the interface labels and messages. 
Others use the term to refer to the mechanism that displays a pane of online 
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help text within the same window as the product. For the purposes of this 
book, we define embedded assistance as both of those and more—to define 
it more narrowly only reinforces the artificial separation between product 
and documentation that occurs because of the way most products and 
documentation are developed. When users buy or use a product, they don’t 
differentiate between the interface, the documentation, and the functionality. 
To users, all of these are the product. We, with all members of our product 
development teams, must develop our products as a whole too.

Embedded assistance, therefore, encompasses all textual and graphical 
elements that users encounter in all types of products. In graphical user 
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interfaces, embedded assistance includes (numbers refer to Figure 1.1 
below): 

•• Labels for user interface controls such as fields, radio buttons, check boxes, 
push buttons, menus, window titles, and so on (1)

•• Input hints in fields (2)
•• Descriptive inline user interface text such as introductory text in a  

window (3)
•• Messages that appear on fields, in sections of the interface, or in dialogs
•• Tooltips, which are one- to two-word names for tools that do not have labels 

in the interface
•• Hover help, which are one to two sentences of description for fields, check 

boxes, radio buttons, and so on (6)
•• Wizards for simplifying complex interactions
•• Embedded help panes (8)

The following illustration shows some of these elements in a user interface:

Help

Web crawler settings

Web Crawler Settings

Web crawler settings specify how the crawler
interacts with websites.

Email address:

User agent:

Crawl delay: 500 milliseconds

Learn More...

mizlongo@example.com

Enter the email address to which web server
administrators can send notifications if your web
crawler is causing problems. This email address is
in every HTTP request made by the crawler.

UI text
(label)

1

DeleteSave

Inline text

3

Link target
(embedded
help pane)

8

Web crawler settings specify how the crawler
interacts with websites.

Control-level
assistance

(hover help)

6

Programmatic
assistance

(default value)

Input hint

2

Figure 1.1  Embedded assistance elements in a user interface.
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In nongraphical software contexts, such as ASCII-based interfaces, embedded 
assistance includes:

•• Logged messages
•• Command and parameter names
•• Keyword names
•• API names
•• Utility or tool names

C: \ >
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In hardware contexts, embedded assistance includes:

•• Labels embedded on hardware wires, boards, or other equipment
•• Labels attached on top of or around hardware, for example on an on/off 

switch
•• Specifically sized slots for connectors
•• Colors for wiring, for example, the color green indicates the ground wire  

in the US
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Embedded assistance also includes programmatic assistance that does a step or 
task for a user. Examples of programmatic assistance include: 

•• Default values
•• Detected values
•• Autocompleted values, as shown in the following user interface:

Find: font|

Properties

font

font

font

font

font

font

color [black]

info [8 pt Arial]

info > effects [<empty>]

info > fontname [Arial]

info > size [8]

print color [black}

Although we writers usually don’t have the programming skills to develop 
programmatic assistance, we do need to understand these types of assistance 
well enough to advocate for them when they’ll be helpful to users.

Our skills with writing embedded assistance and our fluency with words and 
graphics will be crucial as software development shifts to focus on mobile 
devices. Most users don’t follow help links in desktop and web applications; 
they are even less likely to do so in mobile environments. The lack of hover 
capabilities in the mobile environment removes an element of embedded 
assistance in an already small user interface, a user interface that makes web and 
desktop interfaces seem enormous by comparison. Because of the small screen 
size in a mobile interface, the small amount of text that is persistent gets even 
more attention.

Progressive disclosure of information
Given the types of embedded assistance elements in the previous section, it’s 
easy to see that writers can’t work in isolation on each element, set of elements, 
or functional area of the user interface or piece of hardware. Instead, the entire 
set of embedded assistance, linked assistance, and separate documentation 
must tell a cohesive story. 
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The key to developing effective documentation is to apply and follow a pattern 
for progressively disclosing the information to the user. Progressive disclosure 
is not a new idea in the field of interaction design. Jakob Nielsen summarized 
it in 2006: “Progressive disclosure defers advanced or rarely used features to 
a secondary screen, making applications easier to learn and less error-prone.” 
Applying such a progressive pattern to information ensures that you use 
available space in a user interface or on the hardware in the most effective way, 
consistently and without redundancy. Applying the pattern well also helps 
writing teams manage the complexity of information, providing clear paths to 
get to more complex or abstract information.

Information that is developed according to principles of progressive disclosure 
anticipates users’ questions and provides a way for users to get additional 
contextual information when necessary. For example, in an installation wizard, 
a field might have the label Application server version, and a user might 
ask, “Is this the version I’m upgrading from or to?” Ideally, the label could be 
changed to clarify which version, or the field could be grouped under a heading  
Upgrade from server. If neither is possible, a hover help that explains which 
application server is being requested and how to find this information is 
helpful, but a hover help that says, “Enter the application server version” is not.

If you are used to writing books or help documentation, think about how 
you decide where (which book or help system) to deliver certain information 
today. Information that you put in an installation guide is not appropriate in an 
application development guide. A similar approach is true in user interfaces: 
different interface display mechanisms require different types of information. 

Think of the available programmatic and textual assistance capabilities in a 
software or hardware interface as different delivery mechanisms. You can 
then use a pattern to map types of content to each mechanism. Because these 
delivery mechanisms are much smaller than a book or a web page, the pattern 
is also at a different scale. Instead of thinking about the type of content to 
deliver in a programming guide versus an installation guide, you think about 
the type of content to deliver in a field label versus hover help. Your pattern 
might look something like this: 
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Table 1.1  Sample pattern for progressively disclosing information in a web user interface

User interface element Content

Labels (for fields, windows,  
buttons, group boxes, and 
so on)

Succinct nouns based on a short, well-managed list of product 
terms. Repeatedly review these labels to ensure consistency and 
coherence of the interface as it is developed.

Messages Full sentences that describe the situation. For error messages, 
provide an action so that users can solve the problem.

Static descriptive text at the 
top of windows

•	 Describe the overall action that users accomplish on the 
window if it’s not obvious.

•	 Clarify anything users must do before completing this 
window.

•	 Identify ramifications, if there are any, of the changes in this 
window.

Static descriptive text below 
fields

Examples for what to enter in a field.

Hover help •	 Syntax for what to enter in a field.

•	 Ramifications of the field change.

•	 Descriptive information for what to enter in the field.

•	 Links to additional information if needed.

The organization guideline “Separate contextual information into the appropriate 
type of embedded assistance” on page 332 describes the pattern in more depth, 
and the completeness guideline “Apply a pattern for disclosing information” on 
page 107 explains how to apply it to your information to ensure completeness.

When you become more adept at creating meaningful and effective embedded 
assistance and delivering it progressively, you create a better customer 
experience and become a more valuable member of your product team.

The technical writer’s role today
Our roles as technical writers are evolving as quickly as the products that we 
write information for. Because we develop embedded assistance, the timing 
and ways that we work with our extended teams have changed. We are more 
involved with product design and user interface development, which means 
that we must be involved earlier than ever in the development cycle.

As discussed in “Embedded assistance” on page 4, the separation between 
product and documentation is an artificial one, in large part a result of the 
historic waterfall development processes. The waterfall development process is 
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made up of specific phases in which each participating team finishes its work 
and hands it to the next team. The problem with this process is that downstream 
teams have very little chance to change anything that happened upstream. 
Furthermore, because documentation is developed close to the end of the 
cycle, documentation often tries to describe poor design that can no longer be 
changed. Too often, technical writers who work in a waterfall development 
process must write comprehensive documentation that needs to atone for 
unwieldy design. 

More and more development teams are using an agile development process, which 
depends on cross-functional teams working together throughout an iterative 
development cycle. Although members of these cross-functional teams all bring 
their own skills to the team from their unique disciplines, they are much more 
likely to look at and contribute to each others’ deliverables so that products 
are a full team effort. Agile development, as the name implies, lends itself to 
making quick changes to product design when necessary.

In agile development, writers have a particularly effective role as the users’ 
advocate. The Agile Manifesto (agilemanifesto.org) values “individuals 
and interactions over processes and tools” and “working software over 
comprehensive documentation.” Writers who work on a project that follows 
the agile development process are critical members of the team throughout 
the entire process, from the earliest design phase, before a single line of code is 
written, to the final fit-and-finish stage. By participating in the design process in 
partnership with product developers, usability engineers, visual designers, and 
customers, writers can promote clear interaction and wise use of embedded 
assistance, thereby reducing or eliminating the likelihood of “papering the 
product” with unnecessary documentation.

The guidelines in this book describe the characteristics of quality technical 
information. However, your role in developing information and, indeed, in 
developing the product, is as important as any of the guidelines. Rather than 
trying to explain problems with the product design after the fact, focus on 
fixing real-world problems that users have.

When you develop quality technical information, you are responsible for:

•• Knowing the user stories, which are the goals that users need to accomplish 
by using the product

•• Being the users’ advocate, ensuring that the product employs the necessary 
programmatic assistance and embedded assistance

•• Owning the words, whether they are in labels in the user interface, error 
messages, or topics that are separate from the product
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Redefining quality technical information
Quality is ultimately determined by users. When users have questions and 
quickly find the exact information they need, they perceive the product (and the 
information, though they don’t distinguish between the two) as being of high 
quality. In fact, an overwhelming majority of customers report that information 
quality both affects their view of the product quality and their overall product 
satisfaction. Information quality also has a significant impact on customers’ 
buying decisions. 

Almost always, users seek answers to specific questions and don’t want to 
read a book from beginning to end to find those answers. Quality information 
addresses users where they are, for example, in the user interface. That quality 
helps them accomplish real goals rather than forcing them to figure out how to 
accomplish their goals in the product. 

Content that focuses on domain expertise, provided by experts in the field 
based on their experience and judgement, is the most highly valued content 
today. We can already see the beginning of another technical communication 
transition toward artificial intelligence, and our role in gathering real domain 
expertise for users becomes critical. Think of voice-driven assistance that 
provides real-world information about proximity to gas stations with the 
lowest prices or guidance for how to choose the right app from an online store. 
In these situations, the writer is the trusted colleague or the concierge, directing 
users to exactly what they need at that moment. Domain expertise is described 
in more detail in the concreteness guideline, “Consider the skill level and needs 
of users” on page 220.

Technical writers must be the users’ advocate throughout the product 
development process. Ideally, writers have access to users throughout that 
process, but user engagement alone cannot ensure information quality. Writers 
must apply their own skills and expertise based on solid research and proven 
methods. 

Quality characteristics for technical information must reflect what users 
expect and want from the information. Based on comments from users and 
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on experience in writing and editing technical information, the authors of this 
book have found that quality technical information has these characteristics:

Easy to use

Task orientation In the context of a product, a focus on helping users do tasks that  
support their goals

Accuracy Freedom from mistake or error; adherence to fact or truth

Completeness The inclusion of all necessary parts—and only those parts

Easy to understand

Clarity Freedom from ambiguity or obscurity; using language in such a way  
that users understand it the first time that they read it

Concreteness The inclusion of appropriate examples, scenarios, similes, analogies, 
specific language, and graphics

Style Correctness and appropriateness of writing conventions and of words 
and phrases

Easy to find

Organization A coherent arrangement of parts that makes sense to the user

Retrievability The presentation of information in a way that enables users to find  
specific items quickly and easily

Visual effectiveness Attractiveness and enhanced meaning of information through the use 
of layout, illustrations, color, typography, icons, and other graphical 
devices

You can apply the quality characteristics whether you’re writing a book, a page, 
a paragraph, a sentence, or a single word in an interface. The quality technical 
information model of nine characteristics is flexible enough to support you as 
you develop ever smaller chunks of information to address the changing needs 
of users. 



    573

Index

A
abstract language  256
accessibility

screen captures  458
alternative text for graphics  478
color and contrast  481
tables  482

accuracy
automated tools for checking  93
checklist  96
definition  14
example of in task topics  501
grammar-checking tools  94
guidelines  68
information consistency

types of inconsistencies  88
information reuse  86

information currency
examples and samples  84, 242
messages  81
increasing content lifespan  82
technical changes  79

link-checking tools  95

overview  67
research

direct observation  69
hands-on experience  69
information plans  71
interviews  73
outlines  71
rough drafts  71
topic models  71

spell-checking tools  93
technical reviews

choosing reviewers  76
exit criteria  77
focus for  76
interface testing  74
quality control tests  78
technical ownership  77

user interfaces  80
verifying

hands-on testing  74
quality control tests  78
technical reviews  76

active voice  263
adverbial conjunctions  286



Index

574	 Developing Quality Technical Information

agile development process  12
ambiguity

coordination  204
empty words  183
fragments  198
keywords as plain text  182
long noun phrases  204
modifiers

dangling  201
misplaced  202
squinting  203

negative expressions  191
noun phrases  204
overview  180
positive writing  189
pronouns  199

that and which  201
vague referents  199

syntax  194
translation problems  188 
word as more than one part of speech  180

analogies  218, 253
animation  443
audience

See also users
cultural backgrounds  222
international  494
mixed  129
primary  123
secondary  123
skill levels  222
writing for intended  25

autocompled values  9, 104

B
beta test  523
bias in writing  273
breadcrumb trail  394
browsing, optimizing for  381
bulleted lists in steps  55
business scenarios  243, 245

C
callouts in illustrations  473
can vs. may  188
capitalization

technical terms  280
translation problems  280
user interfaces  281

characteristics, quality  13
checklists

accuracy  96
all quality characteristics  545
clarity  212
completeness  148
concreteness  259
organization  366, 376
retrievability  420
style  314
task orientation  64
visual effectiveness  483

circular statements  166
clarity

ambiguity
coordination  204
empty words  183
fragments  198
guidelines  180
keywords as plain text  182
modifiers  201
negative expressions  191
noun phrases  204
positive writing  189
pronoun use  199
syntax  194
that and which  201
vague referents  199
word used as more than one part of 

speech  180
checklist  212
coherence

coordinating ideas  174
digression  174 
subordinating ideas  175
transition words  174



Index

    575

conceptual information  508
coordinated phrases and clauses  157
definition  14
gerund phrases  156
guidelines  154
modifying phrases and clauses  159
reference information  513
rewriting  153
subject-verb proximity  155
task topics  506
technical terms

appropriateness  205
consistency  205
defining  210

testing  524
usability testing  518
wordiness

expletives  162
imprecise verbs  169
Latinate verbs  172
nominalizations  170
passive verbs  170
phrasal verbs  173
redundancies  163
roundabout expressions  161
unnecessary modifiers  167

code samples  247
coherence

coordinating ideas  174 
subordinating ideas  174
transition words  174

colloquialisms, tone  268
colons

explaining ideas  290
lists  289

color and contrast  481
commands, as plain text  182
commas

comma splices  287
essential phrases  284
items in series  288
nonessential phrases  284
run-on sentences  287
serial  94

with conjunctions  286
with quotation marks  294 

common expressions, reusing
error messages  309
reference topics  309
videos  307 

completeness
checklist  148
definition  14
embedded assistance  493
guidelines  100
instructions  133
outlines  115
overly complete  136
progressive disclosure

hover help  113
messages  111
pattern  107

testing  524
usability testing  518
user goals  118, 133
user interfaces  101

concept topic type  339
conceptual information

applying quality characteristics  506
concreteness elements in  229
editing  530
examples in  229
scenarios in  232, 243
similes in  230

concreteness
analogies  218, 253
audience characteristics  222
challenges to  215
checklist  259
conceptual information  229, 508
control-level assistance  226
definition  14
domain expertise  220
elements

analogies  218, 253
current  216,  242
examples  218
focused  240



Index

576	 Developing Quality Technical Information

organization  320
precise language  219
programmatic assistance  217, 223
realistic  241
samples  218
scenarios  217, 243, 251
similes  218
visual  218

embedded assistance  223
error messages  225, 237
examples

code  247
highlighting in  250
level of detail  221
overview  218
realistic  241 

guidelines  219
information currency  216
labels  224
nonnative users  494
overview  215
programmatic assistance  217, 223
reference information  233, 513
samples

code  247
highlighting in  250
overview  218
realistic  241

scenarios
business scenarios  243
overview  217
realistic  241
task scenarios  243

similes  218, 253
specific language  256
task information  227
testing  524
troubleshooting information  235
usability testing  518

conditional steps  60
conjunctions  286
consistency

common expressions  306

factual  532
information reuse  86, 306
organizational  354, 532
spelling  276
stylistic  533 
visual

design guidelines  465
layout  463
style  460 

contextual information
definition  323
embedded assistance  332
organization  352
pattern  334 
separating  324
window-level assistance  352

contrast and color  481
control-level assistance

concreteness elements  226
definition  107
planning for  107
unnecessary repetition  145

coordinate conjunctions  286
coordinated clauses  157
cross-references 

See links
cueing graphics  475
cultural bias  273
currency of information

examples and samples  242
increasing content lifespan  82
technical changes  79

customized documentation  130

D
dangling modifiers  201
dashes

See em dashes
See also hyphens

default values
definition  104
programmatic assistance  9, 223



Index

    577

design review meetings  70
detected values

definition  104
programmatic assistance  9

digression, coherence  174
disabled UI control  105
DITA

definition  305
tagging style  312

domain expertise
concreteness  220
definition  13
example  130

drafts, rough  71

E
editing

conceptual information  530
embedded assistance  529
organization  530
overview  528
preparation  528
reference information  530
summarizing findings  534
task information  529

elliptical style  194
embedded assistance

API names  7
capabilities  107
color  8
command names  7
concreteness  223
control-level  107,  226
definition  4
editing for  529
hardware  8
help pane  6, 109
hover help  6
icon assistance  107 
illustration  6
inconsistent  358
input hints  6

interface labels  6
keyword names  7
messages  6, 7, 108, 225
multiple quality characteristics applied to  493
navigation  395
parameter names  7
programmatic assistance  9, 104, 223
redundancy  145 
retrievability  493
task orientation  43
text labels  224
tool names  7
tooltips  6, 107
types  332
user interface text, static  107 
utility names  7
wizards  6

embedded help pane  6 
em dashes

guidelines  292
using for emphasis  290

empty words  183
entry points

definition  413
highlighting  414
tables  416, 420
user interface  417

error messages
appropriate wording  192
common expressions  308
concreteness  237
troubleshooting information  237
users’ perspective  30

evaluation tests  520
examples

code  247
level of detail  221
overview  218
realistic  241

experience levels
experienced  128
mixed  129
novice users  126, 128 



Index

578	 Developing Quality Technical Information

expertise, domain  13
expletive constructions  163

F
factual consistency  532
feature-focused content  41, 45
field observation  523
fonts  429
fragments

ambiguity  198
list introductions  300 

front-loading  382
function-oriented tasks  35

G
gender bias  273
gerund phrases  156
goals, user

See user goals
grammar-checking tools  94
graphics

accessibility  478
cueing  475
illustrations

big-picture  438
consistency  460
creating  439
guidelines  439
interactive  441
scenarios  434
spatial relationships  437
task flows and processes  431
visual effectiveness  431

screen captures
appropriate uses  449
design tips  458
drawbacks  458
example  451
unnecessary  453

videos
appropriate uses  444

common expressions  307 
definition  444
design tips  447
tours  445
tutorials  447

white space  426

H
hands-on experience  69
headings 

See titles
help

See contextual information
help pane

capability  109
embedded  6

high-level steps  49
highlighting

examples  250
entry points  414
text  296
user interfaces  296

hints 
See input hints

hover help
focus on user tasks  43 
illustration  6
inconsistent  88
navigation  396
redundant  145
sample content  11

hyphens
ambiguous noun phrases  204
guidelines  292
spelling  293

I
icons

legibility  481
user assistance  107



Index

    579

illustrations
big-picture  438
consistency  460
creating  439
guidelines  439
interactive  441
scenarios  434
spatial relationships  437
task flows and processes  431
visual effectiveness  431

image maps  441
imprecise verbs  169
informal tone  268
information, unnecessary  136 
information verification

interface testing  74
quality control tests  78
review exit criteria  77
technical ownership  77
technical reviews  76

indexes  388
information plans  71
inline (in-sentence) links  403
input hints

examples  258
illustration  6
structure  334

in-sentence (inline) links  403
instructions  133
interactive illustrations  441
interviews  73
introductions, organization  366
items in series, commas  288

J
jargon

terminology  209
tone  268

K
keywords

clarity  182

density  387
location  385
names  7
proximity  387
retrievability  384
stuffing  387

L
labels

as plain text  182
concreteness  224
embedded assistance  224
illustration  6
inconsistent  88
notes  374
sample content  11

layout, consistent style  463
legal boilerplate  88
link-checking tools  95
links

appropriateness  399
definition  399
essential  400
in-sentence (inline)  403
navigation  394
redundant  405
search engine optimization  400
strategy  396
wording  409

lists
bulleted  55
instructions  55
length  300
nesting  300
parallelism  302
punctuation  300
unordered  55

low-level steps  49

M
machine translation

clarity  188



Index

580	 Developing Quality Technical Information

syntactic cues  195
main points

emphasizing  366
websites  369

markup languages  311
messages

accuracy  81
capability  108
concreteness  225
embedded assistance  6
error  237
illustration  108
inconsistent  88
logged  7
reusing  88
sample content  11

meta tags  388
minimalism  136
misplaced modifiers  202
model, topic

See topic models
modifiers

dangling  201
misplaced  202
squinting  203
unnecessary  167

modifying clauses  159

N
navigation

breadcrumb trail  394
consistent  355
embedded assistance  395
hover help  396
links  394
optimizing  389
organization  345, 364
paths  394
retrievability  394

negative expressions  190
negative prefixes  192
negative space  467

See white space

nominalizations  170
noncontextual information

definition  323
separating  324 
topics  337
topic sets  343
topic types  339

nonnative users
ambiguity  180
clarity  494
concreteness  494
multiple quality characteristics applied to  500
style  494

notes
in examples  250
labels  374
misusing  374

noun phrases, ambiguous  204 
novice users  126, 129

O
observation, direct  69
only, ambiguous use of  202
optional steps  58
organization

challenges  327
checklist  376
consistency  354,  532
contextual information

definition  323
embedded assistance  332, 352

definition  14, 319
editing  530
embedded assistance  332, 334
guidelines  321
information elements  320
information delivery mechanisms  322
main points  366
navigation  345
noncontextual information  323
notes  374
overview  319
progressive disclosure pattern  334



Index

    581

redundancy  326
relationship of elements  360
retrievability  357
secondary points  371
separation of information  322 
sequential  350
step-by-step instructions  353
textual elements  424
topics  337
topic sets  343
topic types  339

outdated content  82
outlines

completeness  115
research  71

overcompleteness  136

P
paragraphs, coherent  174
parallelism

lists  302
sentences  302
user interface elements  302 

parameters
names as embedded assistance  7
reusing  88

parentheses with periods  295
passive voice

appropriateness  263
error messages  264
imprecise verbs  170
weak verbs  170

patterns
application of  333 
definition  107
progressive disclosure  9, 334

periods with parentheses  295
phrases

coordinated  157
modifying  159
prepositional  160

placement
main points  366

secondary points  371
positive writing  189
precise language  219
prefixes, negative  192
prepositional phrases  160
pretentious tone  270 
primary audience, definition  123
procedures  133 
process, writing  15 
products 

features, avoid focus on  41
scenarios  33

programmatic assistance
autocompleted values  9
concreteness  217, 223
default values  9
definition  9
detected values  9
embedded  223
examples  104
illustration  9
types  104

progressive disclosure
applying a pattern  107
definition  10
embedded assistance capabilities  107
hover help example  113
messages example  111
multiple quality characteristics applied  488
navigation aids  394
sample pattern  11, 109, 334

pronouns
that and which  201 
vague referents  199

prototypes  70
punctuation

colons
explaining ideas  290
lists  289

combinations of  294
commas

comma splices  287
essential phrases  284
grammar tools  94 



Index

582	 Developing Quality Technical Information

items in series  288
nonessential phrases  284
run-on sentences  287
serial  288
with conjunctions  286
with quotation marks  294 

correct  284
em dashes  292
hyphens

ambiguous noun phrases  204
guidelines  293
compound words  293

lists  300
semicolons  291

Q
quality characteristics

checklist  545
definition  13
determining  534
groupings  14
international audience  494
progressively disclosed information  488
reviews  516
topic-based information  501
usability testing  518
verification  549
writing cycle  17

quality
control tests  78
ratings  534

R
redundancy

embedded assistance  145 
helpful  141
unnecessary  145
user interfaces  164
words  163

reference information
multiple quality characteristics applied  509

organization  339
reusing common expressions  309
samples in  233
titles  382
topic types  339 

referents, vague  199
relationships of topics, revealing  360
relative clauses, long sentences  159
repetition

helpful  141
main points  366
reasons for  141
unnecessary  145

research
observation  69
hands-on  69, 74
interviews  73

retrievability
checklist  420
conceptual information  508
definition  14
description  379
editing for reference information  530
embedded assistance  493
entry points

definition  413
highlighting  414
tables  416
user interface  417, 421

guidelines  380
links

cross-references  411
essential  400
in-sentence (inline)  403
redundant  405
wording  409

navigation aids  394
optimizing

browsing  381
indexes  388
keywords  384
searching  381
tables of contents  389
topic titles  381



Index

    583

organization  357
reference information  513
task topics  506
testing  525
usability testing  519
user interfaces  397

reusing information  86
reviews

conferring with writer  535
design  70
exit criteria  77
guidelines  517
problem reporting  517
quality characteristics  516
technical  76
visual elements

conferring with editor and writer  541
description  538
guidelines  536
individual  540
preparation  537
summarizing findings  541

rewriting for clarity  153
roundabout expressions  161

S
samples

code  247
concreteness element  218
currency  242
realistic  241

scenario-based information  32, 217
scenarios

business
definition  243
effective  245

conceptual information  232
context  251
definition  32, 243
description  217 
illustrations  434
integration  33 
product design  33

realistic  241
tasks  243

screen captures
accessibility  458
appropriate uses  449
currency  458 
design tips  458
example  452
translation  458
unnecessary  453
usability testing  450

search engine optimization
keywords  387
links  400
titles  381

secondary audience, definition  123
secondary points

de-emphasize  371
user interfaces  373

semicolons, guidelines  291
sentences

fragments  198 
negative  190
passive  170

sequential organization  350 
serial commas  288
sexism  273
similes

conceptual information  230
description  218, 253
example  253
purpose  253

single sourcing  86
slang, tone  268
spatial relationships, illustrations  437
spelling

consistency  276
correctness  276
hyphens  293
technical terms  276 
tools for checking  93

squinting modifiers  203
static UI text

affordance  107



Index

584	 Developing Quality Technical Information

inconsistent  88
sample content  11

step-by-step instructions
lists  55
organization  353
progression  49
reusing  88
steps

clear action  51
conditional  58,  60
grouping  53
step levels  49
optional  58
passive voice  264

style
active voice  263
capitalization  280
checklist  314
common expressions  305, 306
conceptual information  508
consistency  460, 533
cultural bias  273
definition  14
gender bias  273
guidelines  262
highlighting text  296
nonnative users  494
overview  261
passive voice  263
punctuation

colons  289
combinations of  294
commas  284
consistency  284
em dashes  292
hyphens  293
semicolons  291

sexism  273
spelling  276
tagging  311
task topics  506
templates  305
testing  524
tone  267

subject-verb proximity  155
subordinate

clauses  175
conjunctions  287

surveys  523
syntactic cues

ambiguity  194
that  196

syntax, inconsistent  88

T
table of contents, optimizing  389
tables

accessibility  482
entry points  416, 420
guidelines  473
styles  470
visual effectiveness  468

tagging
DITA  312
markup languages  311
style  311

task information
concreteness  227
editing  529
examples in  227
illustrated  431
multiple quality characteristics applied to  501

task orientation
checklist  64
definition  14, 23
embedded assistance  43
guidelines  24
intended audience  25
overview  23
product features  41
purpose of information  46
step-by-step instructions 

clear actions  51
conditional steps  58, 60
grouping  53
levels of steps  49
optional steps  58



Index

    585

users’ goals  32
users’ point of view  27

task scenarios  243
task topics

examples  35
multiple quality characteristics applied to  501
titles  382
topic type  339
user-oriented  35

technical ownership  77
technical reviews  76
technical terms

consistency  207
defining new terms  210
jargon  209
spelling  275

technical writers
conferring with  535
responsibilities  12
role  11

templates
DITA tagging  305 
role in visual effectiveness  421 
style  305

terminology management system  205
testing

guidelines  524
hands on on page  74
information in test scripts  78
laboratory  519
prototyping  519
style  524
task orientation  524
test cases  525
tools  525
usability

evaluation tests  520
outside laboratory  522
organization  519
quality characteristics  518
remote  523
retrievability  519
screen captures  450
validation tests  521

user interface  526
visual effectiveness  525

text, highlighting  296
text labels

concreteness  224
entry points  417

textual elements
fonts  429
highlighting  296
organization  425
user interface  426

that
essential clauses  201
syntactic cue  196

titles
inconsistent  88
for topic types  382

tone
colloquialisms  268
formal  268
humor  268
idioms  260
informal  268
neutral  271
pretentious  270
slang  268

tools
embedded assistance  7
grammar-checking  94
link-checking  95
spell-checking  93
testing  525

tooltips
embedded assistance  6
inconsistent  88

topic models
example  115, 120, 135
publishing  135
research  71

topics
definition  337
illustration  338
keywords for  385
multiple quality characteristics applied to  501



Index

586	 Developing Quality Technical Information

navigation  354
ordering  348
relationships  360
screen captures  449
types  339

topic sets
definition  343
hierarchy  344
navigation  355

topic titles
examples  383
guidelines  382
questions as  384

trademarked terms  183
transition words  174
translation

machine
capitalization  280
clarity  188
phrasal verbs  173
spelling  275 
syntactic cues  195

screen captures  458
troubleshooting information

concreteness  235
error messages  237
procedures  236

troubleshooting topic titles  382

U
unnecessary modifiers  170
usability testing

laboratory
evaluation tests  520
validation tests  521

organization  519
quality characteristics  518
remote  523
retrievability  519
screen captures  450
outside testing  522
visual effectiveness  519
walkthroughs  70

user experience  123 
user goals

completeness  115, 133
definition  32
example  17
investigating  16
scenario-based  32
task models  33 
task orientation  32
understanding  16

user interfaces
accuracy  80
entry points  417
examples in  225
hands-on testing  74
highlighting in text  296
inline text  417
mapping  364
redundancies  165
retrievability  397
screen captures  449
secondary points  373
self-documenting  101 
specific language in  256
testing  526
textual elements  426
verifying  74
video tours  445

user-oriented tasks, definition  35
users

See also audience
edits or reviews  523
experienced  129
needs  220
novice  126, 129
point of view  27
skill level  220

V
vague referents  199
validation tests  521
variables, reusing  88
verbs



Index

    587

active  169
nominalizations  170
passive  170
phrasal  173
imprecise  169
with syntactic cues  196
weak  169

verb-subject proximity  155
videos

appropriate uses  444
commonly used expressions  307
design tips  447
tours  445
tutorials  447

viewlets  444
visual effectiveness

accessibility
alternative text for graphics  478
color  481
contrast  481
tables  482

checklist  483
description  421
elements

callouts  473
cueing graphics  475
tables  468
white space  467

graphics
illustrations  431
screen captures  448
videos  444

guidelines  423
impact on other quality characteristics  423
style consistency

design guidelines  465
illustration  460
layout  463

textual elements
fonts  429
organization  425
user interface  426

usability testing  519
visual elements

appropriateness  533
concreteness  218
reviewing

guidelines  536
overview  538
types  422

W
waterfall development process, definition  11
websites

main points  369
secondary points  373

which  201
white space  467
window-level assistance  352
wizards

navigation  365
self-documenting user interface  101

wordiness
expletive constructions  162
imprecise verbs  169
redundancies  163
roundabout expressions  161
unnecessary modifiers  167

words
clear  187
empty  186
transition  174

writer
See technical writer


	Contents
	Preface
	Acknowledgments
	About the authors
	Chapter 1. Technical information continues to evolve
	Embedded assistance
	The technical writer’s role today
	Redefining quality technical information

	Index
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W




