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FROM THE EDITOR ’S  DESK (GUEST 
POST )  

Ne twork ing : The  New Age  Mant ra  f o r  
Job seek e r s  
If you are a home owner or are currently researching to become one, you might be familiar 

with the only three rules that count: location, location, and location. Well, in today’s job market 

if you are looking for a new job or considering a change, the mantra seems to be networking, 

networking, and networking. I recently traveled to Mississauga, Canada (part of the Greater 

Toronto Area), and was surprised to see the importance of networking in that part of the 

world. In this article, I am going to explore the science of networking as a part of social media, 

and how you can benefit from it. 

 

The word out there is that networking is the single biggest factor in landing jobs. There 

must be some truth to this. A recent survey showed that out of 100 senior executives 

surveyed, more than 67% in Canada and 62% in the USA found professional networking 

sites as useful in recruiting new employees. If the current job market situation and the 

above statistics are anything to go by, we need to give the concept of networking a 

little TLC* and learn a few nifty tricks about it.   

 

Let us begin by understanding what networking really is and then list some effective 

ways for practicing it. Networking is knowing the right people and using those 

connections in the right situations. It involves asking for and taking help, but also 

offering to share what you can. It involves listening to someone, while mentally 

scouting for a link or a resource that could benefit that person. Good networking is all 

about building strategic alliances with people whose strong points are your weakness.  

 

 

 
(*TLC stands for Tender Love and Care) 
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If you are not social by nature, you may have to consciously work on networking. However, just being an outward or 

a very social person, doesn’t naturally make you good at networking either. The following tips should help, and 

remember, only practice makes a man (and a woman) perfect. 

 

Whenever you meet someone – a social or professional contact – exchange business cards. Write something about 

the person behind the card you receive. That will help you identify that person later. For example, tall lady from 

Uganda, certified CA. While exchanging the cards, always: 

• Make good eye contact. 

• Smile. 

• Introduce yourself briefly (who you are, what you do). It is a good idea to think of a fun way in which you can help 

the person remember you or your name. I once had a professor, whose name was Zoheir. He was bald so he 

asked us to remember him as “No hair” because it rhymed with Zoheir. 

• Briefly discuss how you could help each other. If you have no interest in what the person does, refer others who 

may be interested in his/ her services. 

• Part by promising to stay connected. 

• Make genuine efforts to keep in touch. Drop an occasional email. Make good use of technology to keep your 

networks active. Ask the people you meet if they use any instant messenger and if you may add them as a friend. 

Have a brief chat when you see them online, so you stay as more than just a fading dot in their minds. Needless 

to say, use messengers with discretion and discipline and in accordance with your workplace policies. 

• Find out if they are on LinkedIn, Facebook, Meetup, or whatever sites you may be using. Tell them that you will 

send them an invite, and then follow up. 

 

Nothing is more thrilling for people than to be addressed by their names, despite being out of touch for a while. It 

gives them a sense of importance and they will be more inclined to go out of the way to help you – wouldn’t you like 

to be addressed by your name by someone too? Find out ways to categorize your new contacts, so you can quickly 

find their business cards. Then make an effort to address them by their name when you meet them. 

 

Consider the following as a few golden rules of networking: 

• Never jump right into “Can you help me please…” mode. Instead, be prepared with a topic for some small talk 

(could be latest news, terrible weather, or an interesting story you heard recently).  
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• Strike a chord with the person by talking about  something you know the other person will enjoy. This helps in 

breaking the ice and achieving a certain level of comfort.  

• Stay sharp and make connections to related topics or people – not just from last week but from the dim and 

distant past as well. For example, if you meet someone after a long time, jog his/ her memory by talking about 

where you met the first time. 

• Ask without hesitating. Remember that simple rule: no ask, no gain. (Recommended Reading: Aladdin Factor, by 

Jack Canfield and Mark Hansen. Among other topics, this book discusses the ability to get what we want by having 

the confidence to ask for it). 

• Thank without remorse or rationing. Appreciate any help your contact offers – however little it may seem. 

• Don’t be judgmental. Never judge a book by its cover and never judge a person by his/ her appearance or 

personal preferences. You may not like a person instantly, but he/ she may have the most valuable information for 

you. Give importance to the information one has, not to one’s status or other irrelevant characteristics. 

 

So, does networking really work? Yes, it does. When you need to get a job done and are looking for a resource, 

wouldn’t you be more willing to talk to a person who was referred to you by someone you trust, rather than through 

the yellow pages or classifieds? The whole point of networking is that you establish a wide network of such “trusted” 

contacts that you can refer to your peers. In turn, they can refer you to their friends and contacts. Whether you are a 

professional looking for the next jump or an entrepreneur looking for the next big break, networking works! 

 

Let me give you another practical tip that I learnt from a successful networker during my travels. When you meet 

someone for the first time, the first few seconds are the most awkward. I have often wished I had some kind of an 

icebreaker for those moments! 

 

However, the most common icebreaker when you meet someone for the first time, especially at a professional meet, 

such as an STC meetup or a workshop, is invariably, “So, what do you do?” or “Where do you work?” You should be able 

to give the highlights of your career quickly, without boring the heck out of the listener. This is usually known as a 10-

second commercial. An effective 10-second pitch, and you are bound to make your mark. The idea is not to spill all 

your beans, but to give enough of a teaser to get that person interested in contacting you to know more.  
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A good pitch should generally include: Who, What, Benefit (what’s in it for them to listen to me), Call to Action (what 

will make them connect with me). For example, one of my 20-second commercials is, “Hi, my name is Sumedh. I have 

been a technical writer and <trainer> for nearly 15 years and have had the pleasure of working in several countries with the 

likes of <HP, Cisco, Sun and Deutsche Bank>. <I am currently an entrepreneur and enrich people through excellence in writing 

through my company, CrackerJack WordSmiths>. I would be happy to look at your website and do a usability study free of 

charge.” 

  

Depending on the amount of time you think you have, be ready with different versions of your commercials that are 

10-, 20-, and 30-seconds long. Choose wisely. The angled brackets above will provide you with variations. Substitute 

with the information you feel will be most interesting/ useful to your audience. As a variation, I sometimes also use, 

“Hello, my name is Sumedh. I am a trainer, a mentor, and a technical communications expert for over 10 years. Some of my 

clients include HP, Cisco, Sun, and Deutsche Bank in Singapore, India, Australia, Canada, and the US”. 

 

Now get your business cards, rehearse a little small talk, prepare your infomercial, and network your way to your next 

dream job. One for the road: if you go to a job fair, don’t just focus on the recruiters and the people at the booths, 

talk to as many other job seekers as you can and exchange contact details with them as well. 

 

All the best and happy (net) working.  

~ Sumedh Nene 

  

FROM THE EDITOR ’S  DESK  

 “If you go to a job fair, don’t just focus on the recruiters 
and the people at the booths, talk to as many other job 
seekers as you can and exchange contact details with 
them as well.” 



 

5 

IN  FOCUS  

Soc ia l  Med ia : A  Soc io log i ca l  
Pe r spec t i ve  on  a  Techno log i ca l  
Phenomenon 
My laptop has taken over nearly every waking moment of my life, and words, words and more 

words have invaded each nook and cranny of my existence. As a full-time technical writer and 

editor, I spend nine working hours (and sometimes more) poring over technical and design 

documents and then churning out reams of user documentation of varied forms. After I am 

done with the professional part, the remaining wits and time is directed towards maintaining 

my presence on the myriad social media that I subscribe to. 

 

Social media demands that I share information on numerous matters of global and group 

interest, and maintain updated profiles on networked sites. As a netizen, it is also my duty to 

read and comment on the inputs that my networked “friends” are constantly updating, usually 

round-the-clock. In the world of social media, the rule is simple – “You scratch my back, and I 

scratch yours!” 

 

Sometimes, I am overcome by fatigue. As a technical writer, my first love is writing, and words 

are the cornerstone of my being, but there are days when the barrage of information and 

learning, and the extended demands on my time and effort, is mind-boggling. At such times, I 

usually take a break and let my tired mind rest, but not for long because I realize that I am  

becoming uninformed, particularly from the professional perspective. 

T his article is written by 
Aneesha Myles Shewani, a 

lead - technical editor with  
Fiserv, Noida, India. She has a 
rich experience of nearly nine 
years, having started her career 
with content writing for Times  
Internet Limited, and then moving 
into technical documentation for 
organizations like Infogain and 
Computer Sciences Corporation. 
She has worked primarily in the 
domain of insurance and risk 
management, and payment and 
industry products. Apart from 
being extremely passionate about 
technical writing and editing, as a 
profession and an art, she also 
has a penchant for creative  
writing and regularly maintains 
her blog. In January 2009, one of 
her works of fiction, “The Muse” 
was published in “The Eleven”, a 
collection of short stories by 
bloggers, giving further impetus 
to her love for reading and  
writing fiction.    
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Social media has become a part and parcel of our existence, more so for the technical writer, and in this article, I, humbly, 

attempt to discuss the why and how of this phenomenon. 

 

Social media is a powerhouse of ever flowing information, tinged with experiences and opinions of many users, across 

diverse stages of learning, maturity, and understanding. A decade ago, when technical writing was struggling to find a 

stronghold in the Indian IT industry, the greatest impetus came from the use of online groups and mailing lists. Islands 

of information and individual aspirants came together at an online abode where they shared details of jobs, tools, 

technical trainings, and challenges. In the absence of established courses and training institutes, most technical writers 

were learning the intricacies of authoring tools through chats, forums, and blogs. The online availability of industry-

wide authoring standards and trends have helped technical writers to think and write from the perspective of global 

users, and also to come of age in terms of international competition. 

 

Collaboration is the key concept in all social media; and collaboration is a must-have skill for a successful technical 

writer. It is no wonder, then, that technical writers have adapted to (and adopted) social media as fish takes to water. 

Technical writers across the globe are communing as affinity groups, which are usually “thin-sliced” by virtue of the 

professional collaboration that has transcended geographical boundaries.  

 

Creative freedom is another important aspect of social media; and creative freedom is usually a fleeting fantasy of 

most technical writers. Bound by style and rule-based writing standards, and user-friendly concise procedural 

documentation, their time devoted to troubleshooting tools, talking XML and DITA over lunches, and AJAX and Strut 

in trainings, many inspired technical writers have found the perfect creative outlet through the art of blogging. From 

writing about experiments with technology to invoking a call for change, from future gazing on evolving trends to just 

writing to satiate the creative streak, technical writers have a vast presence in the blogosphere. 

 

Trainings have become simpler because of social media; and trainings have been a sore spot for many technical 

writers, especially in India. But now we have webinars, webcasts, study groups, Q&A and discussion forums, courses 

through streaming media, portals for learning and sharing, interactive course materials, free snippets of information, 

codes, and online certifications. Global training and certifications are now available at the click of a mouse, and what is 

most important is that information regarding upcoming trainings and certifications is widely published, and archived   

 data is available.  
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Broadcast abilities are the inherent baseline for social media; and broadcast is significant for technical writers — both 

for personal as well as for organizational growth. Social media gives technical writers ample opportunity to showcase 

their skills, advertise their potential, explore freelance or newer job opportunities, and maintain competitiveness. 

Companies are also becoming increasingly aware of the need to leverage the broadcast benefits of social media, and in 

this context the role of technical writers will expand to envelope corporate blogging, online publications, professional 

writing for social media campaigns, building learning communities, and redefining user experience.  

 

Information, and loads of it, is available at your finger tips; and information is fodder for technical writers. It is evident 

that social media scores over traditional media in terms of its reach, amongst other things. By virtue of free 

accessibility and the pronounced recency of information, social media has become the first choice of all technical 

writers to seek information. Search engines inadvertently lead the searcher to tweets, blogs, forums and wikis, and 

technical writers are becoming highly informed with each mouse-click. 

 

Social media, however, is transient, controversial, and highly transparent. Information can be edited, and changed 

almost instantaneously. There are chances of information overload, and hence the need to intelligently sieve the 

relevant from the irrelevant, and the biased or personal from the impartial and globally relevant. Inductive and 

deductive reasoning and controlled rhetoric are the two factors that can help technical writers to determine the social 

media and profiles that they should follow and contribute to. 

 

While social media can help technical writers to “sharpen their claws”, overindulgence can also lead to reduced quality 

of thought and writing. As technical writers, it is our personal responsibility to know when and where to draw the 

line. When associated with organizations, we have to remain conscious of intellectual property, confidentially, and 

expected decorum in all our communication. Social media has transformed technical writers and information gatherers 

into publishers. As our written word reaches out to billions across time and geographies, we have to appreciate and 

accept our increasing responsibilities as mature and informed writers. 

 

          ~ Aneesha Myles Shewani  
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TOOLS  

My Favo r i t e  Too l s  
No matter what help authoring tool you use, there are always other programs that you 

either need to use or that you use because they make life easier. Also, there will be 

features of your help authoring tool that are not quite what you want. This is where 

you normally go looking for a free or low-cost tool to provide more functionality or to 

change your workspace. These are the ones I use, with links to the producers’ 

websites. 

 

ColorCop 

ColorCop (http://colorcop.net/) is a multi-purpose color picker for Windows. You 

simply drag the eye-dropper tool over any part of the screen to get the RGB and HEX 

values. The HEX value is automatically added to the clipboard, but the ColorCop 

window stays on top so that you can see the RGB values at the time you release the 

mouse and you can type those into any program. 

 

This program is free and can be run from a flash drive so that you always have it with 

you. 

 

EditPad 

Notepad is a basic text editor but if you need line numbering, case conversion,  

syntax highlighting, and more, you need a fully featured text editor. EditPad Pro is  

the one I prefer. 

P eter Grainge is a technical 
author living in Guildford, 

Surrey, UK and working in 
nearby Cobham. He works for 
COA Solutions Ltd., leading 
two other authors. They  
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RoboHelp HTML 8 and  
Compiled HTML Help for the 
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Solutions’ applications using 
RoboHelp and Dreamweaver. 
Prior to getting into the world 
of technical authoring, Peter 
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for the bank gave Peter some 
work that led to his second 
career. He has been married 
to Gill for 37 years and has 
two sons and three  
granddaughters. You can  
contact him at author-
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There are many editors with similar functionality; I like this one because it is nicely thought out and because the 

search function is better than the others that I have looked at. It also supports regular expressions. As it says on 

www.regular-expressions.net, a regular expression is a special text string for describing a search pattern: think of 

regular expressions as wildcards on steroids. I have used regular expressions to reduce days of work to less than an 

hour. Careful though, by the same token you can undo years of work in minutes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

There is a free Lite version (http://www.editpadpro.com/editpadlite.html) but I recommend the Pro version with 30-

day free trial (http://www.editpadpro.com/editpadpro.html) because of its extra features. 

 

FAR HTML 

FAR HTML is a collection of file and HTML Help utilities for authors. FAR stands for Find and Replace, which hides a 

lot of the things you can do with this program, but that is what I will focus on here. Most text editors and help 

authoring tools have a search function, but they only search on a single line. Often the HMTL code is wrapped and 

spreads over two or more lines, so the search fails or only finds some of the instances of the search term. 

TOOLS  
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FAR allows you to search for something that “starts with” and “ends with” as well as specifying terms that must be 

included or excluded from the results. 

 

It is produced by Rob Chandler MVP and can be found at http://helpware.net/FAR/aboutfar/aboutfar.htm. It is not free 

but there is a 60-day trial period. The site also contains a wealth of information about Microsoft HTML help. 

 

Macro Express 

This is one tool that I would not work without. It can automate pretty much most things you might need to do when 

working with your help authoring tool. 

 

This is a quote from the web site. “A macro is a series of written instructions or recorded keystrokes and mouse actions. With 

a single keystroke, play back these activities at a much faster speed than can be performed manually. Eliminate wasted time 

and the risk of error that typically occurs when performing repetitive tasks.” 

 

You can create shortcut keys in programs that don’t supply them, or don’t supply the ones you want. You can use it 

to add strings of text. Pretty much any action you perform repeatedly can be done using Macro Express (http://

www.macros.com/). 

 

One job I had required a lot of text that was in tables to be added to tables in RoboHelp. I quickly wrote a macro that 

selected the text from the first cell in the first row and copied it into RoboHelp, and then it went to the next cell and 

repeated the action. It reduced a job that would have taken days because of the volume to just a few hours. 

 

You do not need any developer skills to write the macros.  

 

It is not free but there is a 30-day trial period. There is a Pro version but I think most authors will be well served by 

the standard version. 

 

PowerGrep 

 I mentioned Regular Expressions when describing EditPad. This product is from the same stable and enables 

 the expression to be used across multiple files. It is not free but there is a 90-day trial period. 

 (http://www.powergrep.com/) 
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TaskBar Shuffle 

Using TaskBar Shuffle (http://nerdcave.webs.com/), just drag and drop your taskbar items into the order in which you 

want them to be displayed. This can be useful when you are doing something repetitive. It is free to download and use. 

 

TopStyle 

Old versions of RoboHelp wrote CSS files that were tricky to read and amend. That has changed but this program is 

still useful. You get an instant preview of a standard file or a file of your choice. You can open multiple CSS files and 

copy bits from one to another, and the program helps you create your definitions. 

 

You can download the full version or the free lite version here: http://www.newsgator.com/individuals/topstyle/

default.aspx.

 

The free version is limited to one CSS file at a time. 

 

SnagIt 

The mainstream authoring tools come with a screen capture tool that is sufficient for most purposes. Maybe, though, 

you want to add a border that will show in all outputs, including printed documentation. Maybe you only want to 

show part of a screen. SnagIt provides the torn edge effect, so that it is clear you are showing only part of a screen. 
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You can capture an image, apply arrows, callouts, and suchlike, and then save in SnagIt’s own format. From there, you 

create a file in one of the main formats (JPG, GIF, PNG, etc.) to insert into your topics. The useful feature is you can 

later go back to the SnagIt format and edit those arrows, callouts, and suchlike. Handy if you have multiple brands to 

support. TechSmith (http://www.techsmith.com/screen-capture.asp) offers a 30-day trial. 

 

VistaStartMenu 

VistaStartMenu sorts your menu in one of three ways. A straight A - Z list, by Folders then Files in two A-Z runs, or 

as you rearrange it. Whilst we all tend to rearrange things in an order we think is best, it is surprising how much 

quicker you find things when you know they will be in strict alphabetical order. Don’t let the name put you off. It also 

works on Windows XP. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is a Pro version but try the free one first. (http://www.vistastartmenu.com) 

 

Xenu Link Sleuth 

If you use RoboHelp, it will tell you if any of the links between topics are broken. However, if you have links to 

websites, it will not tell you if those URLs are still good. That’s what Xenu (http://home.snafu.de/tilman/xenulink.html) 

will do for you. Xenu is free. 

 

ZoomSearch 

Adobe have done a lot of work in RoboHelp 8 to improve the search functionality and for most users, it will meet 

their requirements. However, if you need to do any of the following, consider ZoomSearch. 
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• To provide multiple search options so that users can search all the content or specific areas only. 

• To include a search on sources outside the project. 

• To exclude folders from your search (RoboHelp 8 can exclude topics) 

• To exclude specific parts of the text 

• To have the results in the topic pane rather than the TOC pane 

 

Unlike many such tools, you don’t need developer skills to use ZoomSearch. 

 

You can test it with a free trial (http://www.wrensoft.com) that is limited to 50 topics. After that you need one of the 

paid for options, where the price is based on the number of topics to be searched. 

 

Using this product with RoboHelp is described on my site: http://www.grainge.org/pages/authoring/zoomsearch/

zoomsearch.htm.  

 

~ Peter Grainge 
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DIRECTIONS  

Soc ia l  Med ia  and  the  Techn ica l  
Wr i t e r  
Social media is an emerging technology that may well change the world of the technical 

writer, for the good and for the bad. If we don’t acknowledge it and harness its power, 

it could well mean the end of documentation as we know it. These are bold 

statements, but at a recent technical writers convention here in Israel, the concept of 

innovation, including social media technologies, was addressed and became an instant 

“call to arms.” 

 

One of the most interesting concepts that was presented was basic and yet incredibly 

accurate. What social media (read here Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and yes, even 

blogs) accomplishes is that it enables a company to shorten the distance between 

developer and user. In the past, using traditional documentation patterns, developers 

spoke to technical writers. It was our job to “digest” the inner workings of the 

developers’ minds, and create logical information flows. We separated the important 

from the complex and presented the end-user with a user guide that was, in the best of 

cases, useful. 

 

The reality is that although technology has advanced greatly in the last 10 years, 

documentation methods largely have not. We are still using the same formatting 

techniques, the same deliverables, and even many of the same tools.  

T his article is written by 
Paula R. Stern. Paula is the 

CEO of WritePoint Ltd. 
(www.writepoint.com), a  
leading technical writing  
company in Israel. She has 
been list owner/ moderator of 
the popular technical writers 
list, Techshoret, with over 
1,900 members, is the founder 
of MarcShoret for MARCOM 
professionals, and is an active 
blogger and social media  
activist. Paula was recognized 
as an MPV for RoboHelp in 
2000, and today is an Adobe 
Community Expert. She has 
been a technical writer for 
more than 15 years, and 
opened up the WritePoint 
Training Center approximately 
four years ago to offer basic 
and advanced courses in  
technical writing, RoboHelp, 
etc. She can be contacted at 
paula@writepoint.com.  
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You have your basic user manual, with the same sections and chapters and layout that has been consistently used for 

the past 15 years with barely any change. This is often converted into some form of online help. Though the format 

that was once Winhelp is now WebHelp and HTMLhelp,  the content remains largely unchanged. 

 

What has changed is that with the advancement of various social media channels, users now have direct access to the 

engineers. They both “haunt” the user forums, join LinkedIn groups, and perhaps even become Facebook contacts. So, 

where does this leave the technical writer? There seem to be two options: the technical writer can be bypassed, or 

can create a new and innovative role in the documentation process. 

 

One of the greatest innovations that is slowly making its way into documentation is the increased use of video—not 

just to enhance, but actually replace standard procedures. According to many recent surveys, younger users are 

increasingly more comfortable with receiving their information from video documentation than print or standard 

online help formats. 

 

Combining all of the above information, what can we as technical writers learn? 

 

Here are a few examples: 

• Twitter: Twitter is a mini-blog format that is taking the technology world by storm. Harness the power of 

twitter by creating “tweets” – 140 character messages that can include hypertext links. Videos can be posted to a 

company website and tweets can be used to announce and draw attention to new releases of applications and 

documentation. Live events can be scheduled and those attending can “tweet” their experiences while those who 

don’t attend share in the experience and are able to ask questions remotely. This heightens interest and 

attendance at future events. 

 

• LinkedIn: Can be used to gather users and offer a location for sharing information. Events can be scheduled and 

promoted and those who attend can share their experiences. 

 

There are countless ways that social media can be used to increase the effectiveness of existing documentation and 

redefine other types of training. The key is for current technical writers to accept the basic principle that just as 

technologies have advanced in the last decade, so must the documentation that accompanies it.     

DIRECTIONS  

“One of the greatest innovations that is slowly making its way 
into documentation is the increased use of video—not just to 
enhance, but actually replace standard procedures. According to 
many recent surveys, younger users are increasingly more  
comfortable with receiving their information from video  
documentation than print or standard online help formats.” 
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PDF files will always have their uses; online help formats will continue to be a primary way for users to gain immediate 

access to certain types of information. Nonetheless, the ability to provide users with alternate sources of information 

in varying formats will help technical writers maintain their value-added positions with companies that are constantly 

looking for ways to reduce cost. 

 

Documentation has always been seen as a cost-effective way to improve customer satisfaction and the overall user 

experience. As users demand more immediate and challenging documentation, technical writers are faced with the 

choice of meeting that demand or becoming obsolete. Social media applications are quickly becoming an exciting and 

innovative way to reconnect with today’s users. It is up to us to meet them, tweet them, link with them, and face 

them. 

~ Paula R. Stern 

DIRECTIONS  

“Social media applications are quickly becoming an exciting and 
innovative way to reconnect with today’s users. It is up to us to 
meet them, tweet them, link with them, and face them.” 
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REFLECTIONS  

The  Mor e  Th ings  Change, the  Mor e  
they  ( Shou ld )  Remain  the  Same  
Since the birth of our profession, technical writers have been user advocates, 

transforming highly complex concepts and jargon-laden verbosity into meaningful 

information published in plain language. We’ve lobbied for embedded Help. We’ve 

argued for more intuitive interfaces. We exist because we’ve effectively narrowed the 

gap between engineering the product and using the product. But somewhere along the 

line, we’ve fallen out of touch with the people who use our products. We’re stuck in a 

rut, writing and publishing the same old user manuals, scratching our heads as we 

wonder why people don’t read them. Sure, we’re using the latest tools like single-

sourcing and PDF and HTML, but a user manual is still a book. Technology evolved, our 

audiences evolved, but in our stubborn devotion to the book construct, we have 

essentially driven people to find alternate means of getting their answers. In short, 

we’ve stagnated. 

 

Industry is in the midst of a major evolutionary shift. Economic downturns 

notwithstanding, corporations have long been trying to do more with less. They’re 

leasing assets instead of purchasing outright, outsourcing core functions, subscribing to 

software instead of buying individual user copies, and expecting employees to wear 

more than one hat. Demands on time are plentiful; while employees are commuting to 

and from work, they are participating in conference calls via Bluetooth, and while 

they’re hammering out weekly reports, they’re also juggling email and instant  

messages.  

P atricia A. Blount is a  
technical writer and  

instructional designer currently 
working for CA, Inc., a leading 
maker of IT management  
software. She can be contacted 
at Patricia.Blount@ca.com.  

mailto:Patricia.Blount@ca.com
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The concept of ‘after hours’ is eroding; today’s workday is on a twenty-four hour clock, enabled and supported by an 

explosion of simple and inexpensive social computing technologies. Given all these demands vying for their attention, it 

is no surprise that people in the midst of a software crash or installation challenge are eschewing plodding through 

lengthy user manuals and turning to the Internet for solutions. 

 

What is surprising is that these same people will devote so much of their precious time to social computing tools like 

Wikipedia, Facebook, Twitter, user forums, and blogs. One reason for this, obvious as it may be, could be because 

users are people. People want to meet other people with common interests and similar problems to discuss, to think, 

to tweak, to contribute, to influence, to do. The Internet provides a cheap, easy, and ubiquitous way to do those 

things. Over the past decade, the technology has evolved to enable near-constant connectivity, collaboration, and 

interaction. It’s conditioned people to expect- no, to demand - more than the mere “information dump” prevalent in a 

traditional user manual. 

 

A person with a highly technical question about using a software product on a particular platform can connect to 

people with the same environment, who may have already solved the same problem, in a variety of online constructs 

such as forums, virtual worlds, wikis, and blogs or micro-blogs. Much has already been written on these various forms 

of social computing; they are not the focus of this article – at least, not specifically. They are tools, embryonic and 

evolving rapidly, like the word processor from the typewriter before it. Rather, the focus is on the relationships these 

tools encouragei. This is not to say that an understanding of these tools is unimportant. On the contrary, 

understanding how people experience social computing is essential for guiding us through this industry shift so that we 

do not lose sight of our most important responsibility – advocating on their behalf. 

 

Social technologies put us in direct contact with people, allowing us to perform not just the traditional user analysis, 

but to engage in open conversationsii. Now, we can identify not only the information people need to use our products, 

but also identify the best methods and formats for delivering it. Social computing lets us separate information from the 

book metaphor. We are no longer bound by chapters, or linear page-turning. Instead, we can produce feature tours 

or sketch out complex concepts on YouTube. We can publish discrete hyperlinked tasks and post them to a website, 

where users can instantly find the steps required for performing a desired activity. We can invite input from people on 

a Wiki or even use Twitter to deliver release notes.iii We can take ideas and suggestions from people and expand 

them into full-fledged tested solutions. We can create simulations and demonstrations, video training modules, or 

interactive, expandable diagrams, layered with embedded Help or links to old-fashioned texts. The possibilities are…

 well, boundless. 

REFLECTIONS  

“Social technologies put us in direct contact with people,  
allowing us to perform not just the traditional user analysis, but 
to engage in open conversations.” 
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Social computing is not a trend; it is the logical progression and evolution of the Internet. As technical communicators, 

our original mission was to bridge the engineer/ user gap and social computing does not change that. Rather, it 

encourages us to find new ways of developing, distributing, and indeed, managing content so that the people who use 

our products are partners engaged in the process, instead of its end pointsiv.  

 

How are you using social computing? 

 

References: 

• i  Groundswell, Li, Charlene and Bernoff, Josh.  

• ii Gentle, Anne, justwriteclick.com blog: Is releasing a new book called Conversation and Community: The Social Web 

for Documentation. 

• iii Maddox, Sarah, “Twitter as a Medium for Release Notes” blog post: ffeathers.wordpress.com/2009/06/08/

twitter-as-a-medium-for-release-notes/ 

• iv Johnson, Tom, “How to Avoid Extinction as a Technical Communicator”, blog post: 

www.idratherbewriting.com/2009/06/15, quote attributed to Ellis Pratt. 

 

~ Patricia A. Blount  

    

 

REFLECTIONS  

“Social computing is not a trend; it is the logical progression and 

evolution of the Internet. As technical communicators, our  

original mission was to bridge the engineer/ user gap and social 

computing does not change that. Rather, it encourages us to 

find new ways of developing, distributing, and indeed, managing 

content so that the people who use our products are partners 

engaged in the process, instead of its end points.” 

ffeathers.wordpress.com/2009/06/08/twitter-as-a-medium-for-release-notes/
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LEGALLY BLAND 

Deve lop ing  a  T rans la t i on  Readme : An  
Ag i l e  App roach  towar d s  T rans la t i on  
Translation is a key part of delivering information to the customers, especially when 

your business works across languages and cultures. The need to translate content for 

distribution to different geographies and make it globally acceptable means that you 

need to integrate your documentation plan with the translation work flow.  

 

However, information developers often find it extremely hard to handle the 

translation process, given their lack of understanding. Also, the absence of frequent 

communication between the writing and translation teams result in nothing but poor 

translation. 

 

To resolve this issue, an effective translation instruction guide or a Readme file needs to 

be developed that can be shipped with every set of translatable content. 

 

The Readme file, fed with relevant and updated information, can act as a quick 

checkpoint for translators. 

 

Now, what constitutes “relevant information”? Let us think from a translator’s point of 

view. What does the translator look for when the translation package arrives in the 

mailbox?  

T his article is written by  
Subhajit Sengupta, who 

works as an information  
developer cum globalization  
developer at IBM. Subhajit  
manages user assistance projects 
at his current abode. He has 
worked for reputed companies 
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Xchanging. His skills and  
experience span various fields 
such as translation, localization, 
globalization, language QA,  
translation packaging and  
information development, and 
domains such as insurance,  
banking, finance, CRM, and IT. He 
can be reached at  
sengupta_subhajit@hotmail.com.  
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The requirements can be categorized into the following sections: 

1. Introductory Information 

2. Legacy Information 

3. Schedule or Delivery Dates 

4. File Treatment 

• Managing source files 

• What not to translate 

• Transforming translated files to desired output 

• Naming convention of translation package 

5. Return Instructions 

6. Contact Information 

7. Miscellaneous 

 

Let us now discuss these sections in detail. 

  

1. Introductory Information 

This section introduces the content sent for translation. You can establish its credentials by unit ID or serial 

number, product name to which it belongs, type of content (online help, context-sensitive help, etc.), component 

names that the content can be divided into, target languages, and version or release  information. You can also provide 

a link that supports the above data or elaborates upon them. 

 

2. Legacy Information 

Content may be updated and sent for translation at a regular iteration. This is quite common in Agile 

methodology, where translation is closely integrated with content development. Therefore, each iteration of 

translation should refer to its previous iteration. Translators should be aware of such iterations, so they can 

check the previous translation to find out “what’s new” or “what has to be translated in the current iteration”. 

 

3. Schedule 

This is as important as doing the translation correctly. There should be a “definite” date by which translators have to 

return the translated content. 

 

LEGALLY BLAND  

“Each iteration of translation should refer to its previous  
iteration. Translators should be aware of such iterations, so 
they can check the previous translation to find out what’s 
new or what has to be translated in the current iteration.” 
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Translators should be informed about the contact person to approach in case of delay or clarification regarding 

the schedule. Alternatively, the contact information could be placed under the “Contact” section, which we will 

discuss later. 

 

4. File Treatment 

Handling the source files for translation is quite a challenge. There can be several types of source files, with each 

having its own uniqueness. Without a set of proper guidelines, translators will only end up struggling with these 

files. For example, in a .properties file (.po file), one needs to translate only the string to the right of “=” sign. 

 

It is also important to know what not to translate. Without this information, translators may translate content 

that they shouldn’t, resulting in a lot of rework. To simplify the translation process, translators should have an 

updated list of what files, phrases, or words they should not touch. It makes sense to refer to a terminology 

database. 

 

If translators are asked to return the translated content in a particular output format, they should be able to 

create such output. Processing or transforming a translated source file into a different file format requires  

availability and working knowledge of tools or software. This section can also provide them stepwise instructions 

on how to transform the translated files from one file format (source) to another (target/ output).  

 

Finally, the returned package should bear a naming convention that uniquely identifies the translated content from 

its previous iteration and identifies the language of the translation. An effective naming convention helps both the 

translator and information developer process the content successfully. 

 

5. Return Instructions 

Many a time, the translation team is not aware of ways to return the files. The lack of clarity on whether to send 

files as an email attachment or use a file transfer protocol (FTP) to upload files at a specified location creates 

confusion and leads to avoidable follow-up.  

 

The Readme file should clearly define “how” and “where” to transfer the file. Also, there should be a backup or a 

contact person whom translators can approach if the specified method of return fails. 

   

LEGALLY BLAND  

“It is also important to know what not to translate. Without 
this information, translators may translate content that they 
shouldn’t, resulting in a lot of rework. To simplify the  
translation process, translators should have an updated list of 
what files, phrases, or words they should not touch. It makes 
sense to refer to a terminology database.” 
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6. Contact Information 

It is recommended to have a separate section for contact information. This section can provide detailed 

information about whom to contact, preferred method of contact (email, chat, or phone), and the availability of 

contact person(s). A mention of holidays during translation activities would also add clarity. 

 

7. Miscellaneous  

This section can be used for information that cannot be categorized into any of the above sections. For example, 

any special notes, useful links, known bugs related to tools or processes, or anything relevant can be mentioned 

here. This is an optional section. 

 

This article broadly touches the various aspects of a useful and effective translation Readme file. Readers are free to 

add more sections or information as they find necessary.  

 

We need to keep in mind that frequent communication and collaboration between the writing and translation teams can 

help bridge the gap, and lead to the development of a high-quality localized content that appeals to a multicultural and 

multilingual audience. 

 

~ Subhajit Sengupta  

  

LEGALLY BLAND  

“We need to keep in mind that frequent communication and 
collaboration between writing and translation teams can help 
bridge the gap, and lead to the development of a high-quality 
localized content that appeals to a multicultural and  
multilingual audience.” 
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CONFESS IONS  

Soc ia l  Ne twork s  –  Do  They  Ho ld  Any  
Good?  
Not really if you were to ask me.   

 

I was never really a social networking buff to be honest. I was pulled into them by 

invitations, sent by people close to my heart; invitations I simply could not have 

refused. I feel the strength of your network comes from the relationships you forge 

with your connections. And this is, generally, a close-knit group, where you share ideas, 

views, aspirations, pictures, poems, … your works. I simply don’t see a point in 

reaching out to hordes of people who are part of one or more social networks; people 

who are connected with each other through some unknown entities. However, this is 

just my side of the story! Reality might be different… 

 

It’s important we understand the basic premise and purpose of social networks—that 

they are meant to scale self-expression, both in terms of the extent of self‑expression 

as well as the reach. For instance, a person on Facebook, LinkedIn, or MySpace, could 

have thousands of friends. This was not possible before the advent of Internet.  

 

Earlier communications and community innovations like email, chat rooms, and IM 

didn’t truly enable this kind of visibility. Moreover, the sense of expression has also 

changed drastically—via text, photos, audio, and video—to a degree that was  

not really possible before.  

T his article is written by   
Girish Sharangpani, CEO 

and founder of The Knowledge 
Labs. Girish is a proven  
technology practitioner with 
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Think of a scenario where a talent/ reality show similar to “Who wants to be a millionaire” had been produced solely by 

the capabilities of the contestants, without the expertise and talent of those in the background - the producers, 

directors, writers, et al. As talented and entertaining as the contestants were, the resulting production quality, the 

level of emotional involvement, the TRP ratings, the viewership - the whole deal actually - was likely to be far inferior 

to what we all see on air today. 

 

Social networks should be seen in a similar way; self-expression is the name of the game today, a new profession I 

should say. And such networks allow people to self-express, allowing them to do so with most creativity and 

productivity. They help you bring your expressions and emotions into mainstream business model—a new industry 

that could eventually stand tall alongside the traditional setups like movies, TV shows, publications, etc. 

 

Leveraging via social media is not at all new; we’ve had it since the beginning of the newspaper. However, over time, 

the whole purpose and thought behind setting up such networks, to reach out and communicate with those who 

matter to you, is lost. I think social networks are getting overplayed these days. There is no newness, no innovation; 

they appear to be worn out, with complete lack of cutting-edge thoughts and imagination. The legions of the mega 

corporations who have been launching new social networks almost every day - simply to ride the buzz wave (if there 

was one) - are now reconvening to figure out what to do. 

 

Yet in all this craziness, in a complete maze of networks, it would befit those who want to enter into this space anew 

to take a step back, take a deep breath, and realize something fundamental - that such networking is a micro-

phenomenon of a much larger macro-trend that the Internet has spawned over the years—a digital way to self-

express. And today’s social networks, along with other forms of social media, like blogging, video/ music-sharing, wikis, 

virtual world, and so on, are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the long-term potential of digital self-

expression. This is a reality! Organizations who are working in this space must learn how to effectively leverage the 

incredible power inherent on the Web, essentially creating a parallel universe of digital entities. And they have to 

realize that the Internet and these digital entities have no geographical boundaries, no laws of physics, or any of the 

other limitations of a life-form.  

 

“The value of a social network is defined not only by who’s on it, but by who’s excluded” — Paul Saffo. 

 

~ Girish Sharangpani  

CONFESS IONS  

“I think social networks are getting overplayed these 
days. There is no newness, no innovation; they appear to be 
worn out, with complete lack of cutting-edge thoughts and 
imagination.” 
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THE MASTER SPEAKS 

Why Ce r t i f i ca t i on  by  STC  Won ’ t  Work  
[A look back, post-publication: It’s important to emphasize that when I was asked to write this 

article, I was asked to focus on the drawbacks and problems that need to be solved first, not 

to present a balanced perspective. As a result, this argument is clearly one-sided. Although I 

certainly believe each of the issues I raise here is serious, I also believe it can be solved if STC 

is willing to invest the effort to do so. To learn more about the opposite side of the argument, 

see Nad Rosenberg’s article “Certification: why we need to begin” on his site.] 

 

Certification has many virtues, but also many drawbacks. Here, my role is to focus on 

the drawbacks. 

 

Where’s the value? 

The biggest issue confronting any certification effort is whether or not employers will 

pay more for a certified communicator. If not, the effort of earning certification won’t 

prove particularly useful to STC members. 

 

The experience of other professions, and current trends in our own, gives little cause 

for confidence. Professional certification is a legal requirement for doctors and 

engineers, and in those professions, certification offers clear value: without 

certification, you can’t work in those professions. But technical communication has no 

such legal standing. 

T his article is written by   
Geoff Hart. Geoff has  
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In fields such as translation, certification has made many employers aware of and willing to pay for certified translators. 

In contrast, the BELS editorial certification (www.bels.org) is well respected by editors but largely unknown to clients. 

If no one but STC members recognizes the value of certification, certification won’t get us anywhere. Given our lack 

of success demonstrating our value to employers, and the pernicious perception that writing and editing are 

commodities that can be outsourced to the lowest-cost contractor, certification places the cart before the horse: 

employers must recognize our value before certification becomes a meaningful way to confirm that value. 

 

I also find myself wondering whether certification really guarantees quality or only demonstrates the ability to pass a 

test. In highly regulated professions such as medicine and engineering, certification creates a high standard that all 

practitioners must meet. Medical malpractice and collapsing bridges prove that no certification process is perfect, but 

these problems would be far more frequent and serious in the absence of certification. A comparable stringency 

cannot be achieved for technical communication. Supported by legal constraints, doctors and engineers have 

considerable control over the conditions under which they work, and can refuse to perform or approve work they 

deem to be below their professional standards. Technical communicators lack any such protection. Under the tight 

deadlines and lack of empowerment that face most technical communicators, only rarely will we have the power to 

delay a product’s ship date or the delivery of documentation simply because it doesn’t live up to our professional 

standards. 

 

Who will police the standards? 

For certification to have value, it must be based on objective standards that subject all professionals to the same 

criteria, and that guide all evaluators to reach the same judgment of a professional’s work. But the nature of our work 

is highly subjective, and there are no universally accepted “best practices”. Often, a technical communicator can 

choose from several solutions to a communication problem, and determining which one is “best” is a matter of 

opinion; in many cases, all solutions are “good enough”. Certification boards also face a thorny problem not faced by 

many other certifications: without intimate knowledge of the audience for a communication product, the evaluators 

have no way of knowing whether the communicator chose an appropriate approach. I faced this problem several years 

ago during the STC publications competition when the standardized evaluation guidelines didn’t relate to the goal and 

context of my publication; in fact, I received an award only after demonstrating how several of the evaluation criteria 

were irrelevant in the case of my publication, which had to solve a different set of problems. 

 

 

THE MASTER SPEAKS  

“For certification to have value, it must be based on objective 
standards that subject all professionals to the same criteria, 
and that guide all evaluators to reach the same judgment of a 
professional’s work. But the nature of our work is highly  
subjective, and there are no universally accepted best  
practices.” 
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“Politics”, personal agendas, and personality conflicts can also pose problems. Colleagues who are professional 

translators tell me of serious subjectivity and of political interference in the certification process. If you’ve ever argued 

with a colleague about the best wording, you recognize the subjectivity of our work. If you’ve ever carried a grudge 

against someone whose opinion you dislike, yet who has the power to judge you, you understand the biases this can 

create. Developing an objective testing process is a uniquely thorny problem, and it’s not at all clear how we can 

develop criteria that ensure a level playing field and the same high standards for all candidates. 

 

What is the scope? 

Some have proposed a single certification based on a single large body of knowledge. Yet our profession’s diversity 

argues strongly against this: the knowledge and skills of writers, instructional designers, editors, and translators 

certainly overlap, but the differences are so great that no single certification will satisfy specialists in each discipline. 

This is why, for example, BELS has its own rigorous certification process. Would any BELS-certified editor respect a 

less-rigorous form of certification in which a handful of editing questions were rolled into a more comprehensive test 

of dozens of skills editors don’t use? It seems unlikely we can afford to develop separate certifications for each of 

STC’s twenty-plus communities of interest (formerly known as SIGs). Where certification such as that offered by BELS 

already exists, STC certification also appears to be reinventing the wheel. 

 

Grandfathering is another obstacle. Experienced professionals will undoubtedly insist that portfolios and achievement 

records are sufficient proof of their skill, and will be reluctant to purchase additional certification. But grandfathering 

based solely on years of experience will dilute the program’s value unless we can rigorously evaluate each candidate’s 

portfolio—a subjective, time-consuming, expensive task. If our most experienced members won’t pay to certify, and 

only newcomers will, what does this say to employers about the value of certification? For certification to be 

meaningful, it must also be an ongoing practice. People who put their life on hold to pass a single test and coast 

thereafter undermine the certification’s value—yet requiring periodic retesting to renew a certification is unlikely to 

find favor with experienced members still producing work of the highest quality. 

 

The verdict 

The virtues of certification cannot be ignored, but they are outweighed by the drawbacks: There’s no evidence that 

employers will value certification; it can be highly subjective; and it requires ongoing renewal, even for experienced 

practitioners, to avoid diluting its value. The more important task must be to demonstrate our value to employers. 

THE MASTER SPEAKS  

“If our most experienced members won’t pay to certify, and 
only newcomers will, what does this say to employers about 
the value of certification? For certification to be meaningful, it 
must also be an ongoing practice.” 
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Only once they understand our value will certification provide a means to assure employers that they can expect to 

receive that value. 

 

Some might consider Geoff to be “certifiable”, but he’s earned a good living as a scientific editor, technical 

communicator, and translator for more than 20 years—based solely on demonstrating his value to clients rather than 

certification. 

 

~ Geoff Hart 

THE MASTER SPEAKS  

“Only once they understand our value will certification provide 
a means to assure employers that they can expect to receive 
that value.” 

Previously published as: Hart, G. 2008. Why certification by STC won't work. Intercom July/August 2008:11, 13.   
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SPOTLIGHT 

In t e r v i ew w i th  Joann Hackos  
1. Tell us about your education. Did you study to become a 

communicator?    

 

I have a PhD in English literature but I also did undergraduate work in Chemistry. 

So I have a combination background that is really perfect for technical 

communication. It wasn’t until we moved to Colorado in 1977 that I became 

involved with technical communication.  

 

2. When did you realize you were a writer at heart? 

 

I started out as a reporter in the 3rd grade for our elementary school newspaper. 

By the 8th grade, I was the editor. I continued working on newspapers in high 

school. When I became a professor at the University of Texas, I was the advisor 

for the literary journal published by the students. I’ve always been a writer. 

 

3. Tell us about Comtech Services Inc., a content management and 
information-development consultancy that you founded in 1978. 

 

Comtech has been my life’s work. We always have focused on understanding the 

needs of the customer. We had one of the very first commercial usability labs in 

the US. We did customer site visits in the very first company project.   
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We work with communicators on making their content more relevant and readable — hence the popular 

minimalism workshop. We also help people understand how to present a business case, based on efficiency, to 

move to XML and content management. It’s all about business efficiency and effectiveness in delivering solutions 

to the customer.  

 

4. Can you share some insights about your role as the chair of OASIS Darwin Information Typing 
Architecture (DITA) Adoption Technical Committee that encourages the adoption of DITA in the 
global content development community?  

  

I feel strongly that DITA is the best practice for information development. At the heart is XML, which provides us 

with the ability to develop future communications out of the same information we are designing today. DITA 

provides a cost-effective entry into XML publishing because it is open source. As a standard, DITA provides us 

with a business case that resonates with technical subject-matter experts. They also understand the power of 

XML and the importance of adopting international standards. This is the first standard in our field and we should 

respect it in an technology environment that generally finds standards to be best practice.  

 

5. Describe the challenges involved with co-editing the DITA specification.   
 

The DITA specification, especially the 1.2 release, has been a huge challenge because we have an entire team of 

authors. Previous versions were generally handled by one person with the editors. I think we have a much better 

process although it has taken time to put into place. 

 

6. As the executive director of The Center for Information-Development Management (CIDM), a 
membership organization focused on best practices in content management and information 
development, you support communication among members, who are primarily information 
managers in major organizations. You publish a monthly e-newsletter and a bimonthly Best 
Practices print newsletter. Can you walk us through the process of managing these newsletters? 

 

Monthly newsletters are a special challenge because they come upon you very quickly. I write at least one article 

for the monthly e-news and a bimonthly column for Best Practices. I have editorial help with both publications. We 

have a long time editor for Best Practices who does all the solicitations of new articles. 

 

SPOTLIGHT  

“I feel strongly that DITA is the best practice for information 
development. At the heart is XML, which provides us with the 
ability to develop future communications out of the same  
information we are designing today. DITA provides a  
cost-effective entry into XML publishing because it is open 
source.” 
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She works for us part-time now, but she started out as a full-time employee before she moved to Minnesota. It’s 

still an excellent arrangement because she knows our content and our members. Another employee handles 

solicitations for the e-news, which seems even more challenging to get people involved. We’re always looking for 

short articles that will have a strong impact. People promise but then often don’t come through so we’re always 

hunting for articles at the last moment. 

 

7. You also manage two industry conferences, Best Practices and Content Management Strategies. Tell 
us about these conferences.  
  

The conferences are great. Actually there are three conference a year, with DITA Europe in November. Best 

Practices is my own favorite. I personally solicit all the presentations for this conference with the assistance of the 

advisory council members. We interview all the CIDM members each year about their concerns and major issues. 

Around those interviews, we plan the conference theme, decide on a theme book, and plan the presentations. 

Everyone is invited to present. 

 

Content Management Strategies and DITA Europe operate differently. They have a more traditional call for papers 

each year. We get more submissions than we can schedule so there is an extensive review period. We work very 

hard to ensure that the presentations are effective. The staff and I review every slide set and schedule a phone 

conference with every speaker to ensure they understand the audience and have an effective focus for their talks. 

 

8. As a proven leader in content management for technical information, you have helped 
organizations move to structured authoring, minimalism, and single sourcing. You introduced 
content management and single sourcing to the Society for Technical Communication (STC) in 
1996 and developed worldwide awareness of the DITA initiative. Can you comment on the role of 
DITA in bringing content to life?   
 

DITA is a standard and is widely supported by the tools vendors, which certainly helps its acceptance. It’s most 

important as an international standard. That helps people make a case for acceptance and lowers the costs of 

entry. It supports topic-based and structured content but it doesn’t change the way you write unless you’re really 

paying attention. I’ve seeing too many groups that do nothing new—just convert the old content into DITA XML. 

They get the same thing they began with. It’s much more important to use DITA as an opportunity to rethink 

legacy content. 

 

 

SPOTLIGHT  

“DITA is a standard and is widely supported by the tools  
vendors, which certainly helps its acceptance. It’s most  
important as an international standard. That helps people 
make a case for acceptance and lowers the costs of entry.” 
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I generally recommend that organizations begin with minimalism to get rid of content that no one reads or needs. 

Then, the next step is into structured authoring — which means establishing design patterns that are strictly 

followed by all the authors. DITA facilitates structured authoring but you can certainly corrupt it and develop 

unstructured (and often unusable) content. 

 

A real move to DITA should include minimalism and structured authoring, which stems from better 

understanding the user and exactly what they need to be successful. 

 

9. Tell us about your bittersweet experiences as host or keynote speaker of the numerous industry 
conferences and workshops in our field.  
 

Conferences and workshops are fun but they are also very hard work. You worry constantly about problems, 

even the problems that most attendees never see. In-house workshops are probably the least pleasant for me 

because at least one attendee doesn’t want to be there. They can be difficult — uncooperative and sometimes 

unpleasant. But the majority of people are great. They’re enthusiastic and excited about learning something new. 

They’re willing to look carefully at their work and see opportunities for improvement. They’re not overly 

defensive and can have fun with the opportunities for change. 

  

10. You have authored several books such as Information Development: Managing your Documentation 
Projects, Portfolio, and People (Wiley 2006), Content Management for Dynamic Web Delivery (Wiley 
2002), Managing Your Documentation Projects (Wiley 1994), Standards for Online Communication co-
authored with Dawn Stevens (Wiley 1997), and User and Task Analysis for Interface Design co-
authored with Ginny Redish (Wiley 1998). How has the audience responded to your latest book, 
Introduction to DITA: The Arbortext Edition (Comtech 2007)?  

 

The DITA books have been well received and sold very well. We just issued the first eCompress edition, which is 

entirely electronic. It includes the ability to bookmark, make and exchange notes, and search the content. The 

XML-based first edition actually does better than the Arbortext edition, but I think that’s simply an issue of 

market penetration for the product. 

 

 

SPOTLIGHT  

“A real move to DITA should include minimalism and  
structured authoring, which stems from better understanding 
the user and exactly what they need to be successful.” 
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11. What challenges did you face as a technical communicator? What efforts did you make to 
overcome the obstacles?  
 

I think the biggest challenge for all technical communicators is finding the best way to understand the customer. 

So many writers tell me that they’re “not allowed” to talk to customers. It’s a ridiculous and frustrating situation. 

How can you write effectively for people who you know nothing about. 

 

12. Describe the difference(s) between writing and managing projects. What skill sets are unique to 
each of these profile?  
 

Managing projects is its own world. I think people struggle with giving direction and meeting deadlines that are 

difficult. Project management requires a detailed point of view. You have to estimate each phase of the project 

and then ensure that everything is on schedule and finished to the extent required. I don’t think it’s a natural skill 

for many people, and some people don’t seem to be able to learn it.  

 

Writing has some of the same requirements for detail, of course, but it generally means only managing your own 

work. 

  

13. Who are your favorite bloggers and why?   

 

I don’t follow blogs. I have a hard time keeping up with my own. It’s not an area that I find compelling at this 

point. Maybe next year.  

 

14. Have you interacted with technical communicators from a different geographical location? If yes, 
how has your experience been like?    

 

I’ve worked with communicators worldwide. They all have the same concerns and many of the same interests in 

working effectively. There isn’t a wide range of training available worldwide, which is unfortunate, since everyone 

profits from effective workshops and learning from experts in the field. Many communicators have little or no 

connection with the international community and don’t know what constitutes best practice in the field. 

 

 

SPOTLIGHT  

“I think the biggest challenge for all technical communicators 
is finding the best way to understand the customer. So many 
writers tell me that they’re “not allowed” to talk to customers. 
It’s a ridiculous and frustrating situation. How can you write 
effectively for people who you know nothing about.” 
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Of course, that is affected by geography but I find the same issues in countries like the US and those in Europe 

where there is a long traditional of technical communication. Too many people are hired for the job without 

background and training and then are not given opportunities to learn from experts. As a result, there are some 

pretty poor practices everywhere.  

 

The advantage in some geographies is the availability of training and interactions with experts. That makes all the 

difference. 

 

15. Do you read non-fiction? If yes, who are your favorite authors and why?    

 

I read biographies and travel literature as non-fiction. My husband and I read a lot about science and its impact on 

the world. 

 

16. Finally, any words of wisdom for fledgling technical communicators.    

 

If you’re starting out in this field, you really need to focus on customers. There’s no point in writing what no one 

wants to read. Technical communicators are under too much pressure from the engineers, programmers, and 

product managers who want to dictate the content based on their personal viewpoints. You need to get out of 

the cubicle or office and visit customers. If you can’t visit, you can arrange phone calls or web-based interactions. 

You really need to understand their goals and the complexities of their work environments if you are going to be 

successful. 

 

~ This interview was conducted by Rahul Prabhakar  

SPOTLIGHT  

“The advantage in some geographies is the availability of 
training and interactions with experts. That makes all the  
difference.” 



 

36 

WRITER OF THE MONTH 
1. Name: Suman Sasidharan 

 

2. Email Address: suman_sa@yahoo.com   

 

3. Current Organization: Aditi Technologies Pvt. Ltd., Bangalore.  

 

4. Technical Writing Experience: More than six years into professional technical 

writing and editing     

 

5. Awards and distinctions in technical writing: Nothing substantial. However, I 

won a writing contest in 2005, as a result of which I received a free pass to the 

STC India Conference in Hyderabad.  

 

6. Are you proactive on TWI? Do you read the group mails regularly?: 
Well, I must confess that I am no longer an active member of the listserv. I used to 

religiously follow the group mails and at least read every post out there. However, 

these days I don’t get enough time to read mails or participate in group activities, 

mostly because of my own preoccupation with some personal matters. 
                       

7. Do you believe in community service? How do you wish to contribute as 
a technical writer?: To answer the first part of your question, yes, I do believe in 

community service. In fact, forums and groups of this kind help us to share and 

learn immensely. It is amazing to see how we “give to” and “take back from” the 

community, by way of discussions and other programs. Kudos to the spirit of 

sharing! 
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save time for the common 
people at a local level.  
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