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Why documentation matters
Documentation has to be one of the most boring subjects you can think of. Believe us, we
know. We have been trying to get people excited about documentation for a very long time. As
you begin to talk about documentation you can literally see people's eyes roll back in their
head.
But that is because they haven't created or used great documentation. Great documentation
can transform your business.
Bad documentation at best gets ignored and at worst causes your employees, co-workers and
customers to shed tears of frustration.
We want to help you create killer documentation.

The before and after

You have probably come to this site because you have a documentation problem. Maybe it's
that you are buried in customer support requests, maybe it's that your business is running
inefficiently because you haven't standardized and documented your procedures. Regardless,
you have a problem. We're going to help you solve it.
The before
As you start out you may be in one of the current situations:
• You have no documentation at all
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• You have some documentation but it is locked up in Word documents and no one ever
reads it
• You have never created documentation before
• You have created some documentation but aren't happy with the results you are getting
• You have no idea what you need to document or how to do it
The after
After you go through this site you will know the following:
•
•
•
•

Exactly what to document and how to do it
How to organize your documentation so that it gets used
How to publish your documentation so that it is usable by your employees and customers
How to keep your documentation up to date

If you follow the steps laid out in this site you will be able to create a documentation site that
increased productivity throughout your entire organization. And you will do it with a minimal
investment of time and effort.

How this site can help your business
Great documentation can help your business in a variety of ways depending on how you are
using it.
If you run a business you will see the following benefits:
•
•
•
•

Improved on-boarding for new employees
Improved adoption of new technology and tools in your business
Decrease in mistakes because you have standardized your procedures and workflows
An increased ability to delegate and distribute tasks without having to do a lot of hand
holding
• Decrease in time spent answering "how do I?" questions
If you create and market a software product you will see these benefits:
•
•
•
•

Decrease in the number of customer support requests
Decrease in the time it takes to resolve customer support requests
Increased product adoption
Increased customer satisfaction

The benefits are big. And our goal is to help you achieve them.

How this site works
The goal of this site is to give you concepts you need to succeed as well as the step-by-step
instructions you need to implement those concepts. In this site we will:
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1. Introduce key documentation secrets that our customers have used to have massive success
with their documentation efforts. What do we mean by massive success? We mean
decreased support requests, increased customer satisfaction, increased employee
productivity. We mean that they create documentation that is so good that their customers
and employees rave about it.
2. Provide a step-by-step guide for getting started with your documentation. Concepts are
useless unless you can implement them. We help you do that.
3. Provide examples of how to expand your documentation effort after you get going.

Are you going to try to sell me something?
Obviously we would love it if you purchased our products and services. But the information on
this site is free for your to use with any tool or system you prefer. We have created software
documentation tools and an online knowledge base system that make it very easy to adopt this
approach to documentation and we hope that you will check them out. But, regardless of the
products you use, you will get a lot of great information by going through this site.
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How to make documentation easy

The best way to simplify documentation is to remove the number of decisions you have to
make about your documentation
documentation. If you think about creating documentation there are a lot of
decisions that you have to make. Each one takes time and mental effort. If you remove the
decisions then you simplify the process.
You remove decisions by adopting a systemized approach to creating, distributing and updating
documentation. When you adopt a system you are able to push all the work of making
decisions onto the system, freeing yourself from the mental strain of having to make those
decisions yourself.

What decisions should you eliminate?
Here are some decisions that we will teach you to eliminate:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What to document
When to document it
How much to cover in each article
How to publish your documentation
How to deliver your documentation to your readers
When and when not to use pictures
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A recipe for great
documentation

Creating Docs that Rock

Page 8

Setting Your Documentation Goals: Road Maps
and Roadblocks

You can't be successful if you don't have goals. This applies in life and is especially true when
working with documentation.
What is your goal? Is it to just finish your documentation?
That isn't a very good goal. Why? It isn't going to create a positive impact on your business. It
just meets a requirement. It doesn't deliver an outcome.
We like to think of two primary goals for our documentation:
1. Provide road maps
2. Remove roadblocks

Roadmaps vs. Roadblocks
• A Road map tells someone where to start and what steps to take to arrive at a desired
destination.
• A Roadblock is something that keeps someone from continuing on the path they are already
traveling.
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The main difference is that someone who has encountered a roadblock already knows where
they want to go. They are just stuck and need help getting unstuck.
Someone who needs a road map doesn’t know where they are going yet. That is why they need
the road map.
For example, a consultant setting up Salesforce in a new org who gets stuck with setting up
single sign-on doesn’t need a road map. They know what they want to do. They just need
documentation that helps them remove the roadblock that is preventing them getting single
sign-on working.
But a brand new Salesforce admin probably needs a road map that will help them implement
Salesforce correctly and achieve product adoption. Removing roadblocks won’t help them yet
since they don’t even know which road to take.

Goal 1: Remove Roadblocks

When you start out with your documentation you want to grab the low hanging fruit. You want
to get instant success because that will motivate you to keep going.
The best way to get instant success is to create documentation that removes roadblocks. This
type of documentation is easy to create and will deliver an instant improvement to your time.
Don't worry, we will tell you how to achieve this goal later on.
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Goal 2: Provide Road Maps

Your next goal should be to provide road maps. Road maps are recipes for success. They get
everyone - customers, employees, and vendors on the same page.
This "How to Create Killer Documentation" site is a good example of a road map. Our goal is to
provide a recipe that you can use to be successful with documentation. You need to look at
your business and decide what road maps you should be providing for your customers.
Road maps require more planning and take more time to create. That is why you should only
work on road maps after you have removed roadblocks.
Start out just working on goal #1 - removing roadblocks. Once you get comfortable with
removing roadblocks you can move onto goal #2 - providing road maps.
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Get rid of projects, establish a process
Forget about pointless planning sessions and establish a process that lets you create "just
in time" documentation.
Too many people think of software documentation as a project they will complete as opposed
to a process they will establish. Software documentation projects almost always fail. They fail to
meet the real needs of users. They fail to provide up-to-date information. They fail to deliver
real business results.
The key to creating great docs is to abandon projects and instead establish a documentation
process
process.
I explain the details of how you can accomplish this in the short video below. The tips I share in
this video are what our most successful customers use to make software documentation a key
part of their business strategy.

The process
Here is the simple process that helps you know exactly what to document and when to do it:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Write down real questions
Answer them
Publish the answers
Use the answer (send the url to the answer to the person who asked the question)
Rinse and repeat

Step 1: Write down real user questions
The first step is to write down real user questions. Why? By answering real user question you
know that your documentation will be useful because they answer a real question, not one you
made up.

Step 2: Answer it clearly
Create a help article with the question as the title. Then write an article that answers that
question, and only that question, clearly. We suggest using a lot of screenshots and visuals to
make the answer crystal clear.
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Step 3: Publish it to the web
Publish your article to the web. It should not just be a section of a larger page but should have
its own unique url.

Step 4: Use it
Send the url to the answer to the person who asked the question. When that question comes
into your support desk again, send the url to that lesson as your response. You will be able to
answer questions more quickly and your users will be excited to get a clear responses with
pictures as opposed to a text-based email.

Step 5: Rinse and repeat
When a new question comes in, check your online knowledge base.
• Does it have the answer? Then send it as the response.
• The answer doesn't exist yet? Create it, publish it and send it.

Adapting this approach for internal process documentation
You may say, but I'm not running a support desk, how do I know what to document? Take a new
employee and have them get started on a new responsibility. Write down all of the questions
they have when you help them get started. Now go back and create help articles that answer
each question. You will quickly have documentation that can be used by any of your other
employees to accomplish the same task.
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Control the scope and detail of your
documentation articles
By limiting the scope of each help article you write you will create documentation that is:
•
•
•
•

Easier to understand
Easier to author
Easier to keep up-to-date
Easier to use in support situations

The biggest mistake we see companies making when authoring their documentation is
misunderstanding the relationship between scope and detail in their help articles. They are
violating the Goldilocks principle. They either deliver too much information or not enough.
If your readers feel like the guy in the video below then you know that you have a scope and
detail problem in your documentation.
When you add too much detail to an article you decrease the reader's ability to understand and
apply the information you are trying to communicate. The ideal approach is to create many
small articles, with varying amounts of scope and detail.
This next video explains the proper relationship between scope and detail.

Video: Getting the Scope and Detail Right
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Balance scope and detail and you will create better help articles

If you are going to write an article that is very broad in scope, limit the detail you include. If you
are going to write a highly detailed article then limit the scope.
Here is an example:
If I were writing the help files for Google Analytics I would write many small articles. One of
those articles might be titled, "Using Goals." In that article I would limit the amount of detail I
would include. I would try to focus on a broad overview of goals and not include every detail
you need to set up and use goals.
I would then follow up with more specific articles:
•
•
•
•

How to create a goal
How to create a goal that tracks revenue
How to create a dynamic goal
How to view goals in reports

Each article would be fairly short and would strike a good balance between scope and detail.
For each article you write, focus on this balance of scope and detail. If you are going to write a
high-detail article then limit its scope. If you are going to write an article with a broad scope
then limit the detail.
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Think like a GPS
You readers are trying to reach a destination. Make sure you write docs that help them get
there.
Imagine if your GPS unit said, "Turn right, "turn left and then figure out the rest yourself."
How would you feel? Frustrated? Angry?
But that is exactly what most software documentation does. It leaves gaping goals that readers
are somehow supposed to fill in themselves.
Killer Documentation doesn't leave out any steps at all.

You need to think like a GPS
Your readers have a place where they are at. They have a destination where they want to arrive.
Your job is to be the GPS that gives them the step-by-step directions on how to get there. Watch
the video below to learn a little more about this subject.

Document tasks, not features

First, don't talk about features in your documentation. Talk about tasks. Talking about features
is like having your GPS unit tell you all about history of the city you are driving in. While that
may be interesting, it isn't going to help you get anywhere.
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Tasks are what your readers are trying to accomplish so don't beat around the bush. Just tell
them every step they need to complete to accomplish the task.

How to make sure you cover all of the steps
The best way we have found to make sure you don't leave anything out is to never, ever, write
from memory. Make sure that you are actually doing the task you are documenting. A really
good approach is to use a tool like ScreenSteps or Clarify to capture each an image of each step
of the task you are documenting. By taking a picture each step of the way you make sure that
you don't leave anything out.
Another approach is to record a screencast of yourself accomplishing the task (though this can
take a lot longer).
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Use pictures
The simples way to improve your documentation is to add more pictures.
Most help files are text based. And they are awful.
Adding screen captures or other visual elements to your documentation can dramatically
improve its effectiveness. The video below explains why pictures matter in a little more detail.

Video: Why pictures matter
When someone views an article that is part of your documentation they need to quickly answer
two questions in their mind:
1. Does this article apply to me?
2. Is this article current?
Adding screenshot to your articles helps them answer these questions instantly.

Does the article apply to me?
By just adding a few screenshots the user can instantly see:
• Where the starting point of the article is -Are there certain requirements that need to be met
before you use the information in the article? For example, if your article covers a function of
Excel, does the user need to have imported some data before they can do what is described
in the article? A screenshot of Excel with the data already imported will communicate that
immediately.
• What part of the application the article applies to - If the application you are supporting has
multiple screens, a screen capture will instantly communicate what part of the application
the article covers.
• What type of result the instructions will produce - If the user can see an image of the end
result the article produces they can quickly decide if that is the result they are after.

Is the article current?
This is probably the most important question you can answer. There is nothing more frustrating
for your users than following the directions in your help article, only to discover that the
instructions no longer apply to the version of the software they are using. Screenshots help the
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user quickly determine whether the version of the software that is described in the help article
matches the version that they have. This saves a lot of frustration and lot of confused emails
and/or calls to technical support.
Looks at the image below. It is the same article on both sides, but the left one has images. How
much more quickly can you understand the information in that article?

If users can determine that an article is applicable to them then they are much more likely to
put the effort into reading it. By adding screenshots and other visuals you can help your
readers make that decision in less time and get them to engage more quickly. This will
dramatically increase the effectiveness of your help articles.
To end with, watch the video above to get a sense of how your users feel when you leave the
pictures out.

Video: Pictures are for children
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Connect with velcro, not cement
Make sure you, your team and your users can pull apart your documentation to get right at
the information they need.

Video: Don't do this to your customers
Have you ever been to Home Depot or Lowe’s and asked someone where a tool or part was?
Which response did you prefer?
• The worker told you they “thought” it was somewhere around aisle 8.
• The worker escorted you to the exact location of the tool or part you needed.
Obviously we all prefer to be given the exact information we need, not just general directions of
where to look. This is especially true of software documentation.
You need to optimize your software documentation so that you and your support team can
deliver exactly the information your customers need, when and where they need it.
The best way to do that is to create documentation that is attached with velcro.

Video: How to connect your docs with velcro
Documentation that is attached with velcro can be easily pulled apart and combined together
to meet different needs for different users. If you bunch all of your information into a single
help page or a large PDF it becomes very hard to use in support situations.
Let's look at an example.
If you had a customer ask you "How do I update my email settings?" could you send them a url
that points exactly to an article that answers their question? If you have to tell them to "look
halfway down the page" then your docs are connected with cement.
We regularly respond to support questions with a single url that answers our customers'
question. It is the single most effective way to manage your support requests and help your
customers be successful.
If their question is more complex then we might send them 3 or 4 articles. Because each article
addresses a specific answer we can easily piece them together to meet the individual needs of
each customer.
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Keys to connecting with velcro
In order to really connect your documentation with velcro you need to create and deliver
documentation that meets the following criteria:
1. Your documentation has to be on the web
2. Each article needs to have a unique url (There are some really expensive help systems that
don't do this. Avoid them like the plague.)
3. Each article should answer one, and only one, question.
4. Your support team needs a simple way to access the urls for these articles and paste them
into emails, support chats and forums.

Start out right and you won't have a problem
If you follow our approach to writing documentation by answering questions and balancing
scope and detail you won't have any problem with having documentation that is connected
with cement.
If you already have a lot of documentation that has been attached with cement then tearing it
apart can be a challenge. Our customers have told us that the simplest approach has been to
start fresh and follow our methodology with new documentation. In a very short time they have
a lot of documentation that is really useful to their users and their organization.
What does that mean? It means that if you have a bunch of documentation that stinks it is
probably better to just start from scratch than to try to migrate it to a more effective delivery
format.
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Insert your docs where your users need them
"Build it and they will come" is not a documentation strategy.

The cold, hard truth
The cold hard truth is that your users are not going to just show up at your documentation site
when you create it. The fact is, documentation has been so bad for so long that users don't
have faith in documentation's ability to solve their problems.

But you can change that
Don't wait for users to come to your documentation site. Push your documentation out to
where your users need it. Once you do this and your users see how useful your documentation
is they will begin to naturally go to your documentation site on their own.
The key is to use your documentation to answer user questions.
A school district in Southern California that we work with instituted a policy that support agents
were no longer allowed to write lengthy email responses to customer questions. They had to
either point to an article in their knowledge base or create a new article and send it out to the
customer.
The results? A massive decrease in support requests, so much so that despite a 15% cutback in
staff they were able to move their focus away from just handling support requests to improving
the technology in their school district.
Here is a graphic of how this workflow would be implemented using our ScreenSteps and
ScreenSteps Live products:
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What you need to do
The key to start using your documentation in your communications with your customers. Don't
just expect them to magically show up. The great thing is that as you start using your
documentation in your regular communications you will see some big benefits:
•
•
•
•

Your docs will get used
You will create more docs
You will spend less time answering the same questions over and over again
It will be easier to keep your docs up-to-date since you are using them regularly

So start using your documentation as a communication channel. It will change the way you and
your customers think about your documentation.
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How to write your
documentation
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How to write a great roadblock article
Here at Blue Mango, we talk about two types of help articles:
1. Those designed to remove roadblocks for your customers, and
2. Those designed to provide a road map for your customers
This article focuses on the first type, and will teach you how to create awesome "roadblock"
articles. Read more about roadblocks and road maps.
The steps to writing great roadblock articles are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Create a great title
Answer the question with screenshots
Add a header for each screenshot
Add instructional text (if needed)
Publish it

Following these steps will help you approach your documentation in an organized way and
allow for you to create a lot of quality “roadblock” articles in very little time.

Create a great title
If you create a great title for your article, then the article will practically write itself. So, what
should your title look like? Simple. It should be the specific question that your article is going to
answer. In fact, the more specific the question, the better.
Here are some examples of bad titles:
• Accounts screen
• Users overview
• How to work with documents
These titles don't answer specific questions and are too general to be helpful. The goal of your
article is to remove a specific roadblock that your customer has run into.
Here are some examples of good titles:
• How do I create an account?
• How do I delete a user?
• How do I edit a document?
Each of these titles is specific, focused, and will help you write a relevant article that removes
your customers’ roadblocks.
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Answer the question with screenshots
Answer the question in the title by capturing a screenshot of each step of the answer. For
example, if your title were "How do I create a user?" you would capture an image for each step
of the process required for creating a user.

Why capture the images first?
A lot of people think that it is best to write down the steps first, before capturing the images. In
our experience, those people would be wrong. Why? Because text lies - images don't. When you
are writing out steps you can write anything you want, but the steps you are writing may not
actually work. We see this happen all of the time. The author thinks that they know all of the
steps involved, writes them out in a list, discovers that things don't work exactly how they
expected, and then they have to go back and change their list.
By capturing the images first, you will know that you have documented all of the steps without
leaving anything out. Text can tell lies. Images can't. Capture your images first. A tool like
ScreenSteps can make this very simple.

Add a header for each screenshot
Now go back and add a header above each image you have captured. Headers might look like:
• Select the users menu
• Select "New user"
• Enter user information
Although headers may seem unnecessary to you, your customers will appreciate the additional
clarification.

Add instructional text
Add additional instructional text if necessary. Don't add too much though. The goal is to help
the customer accomplish the task. If you put in too much detail then you may just confuse
them. Only write what is necessary to help them get past the roadblock. If you want to provide
additional information, create another article and reference it in your roadblock article.

Tip: Avoid caveats
Caveats in your documentation are areas where you say, “If you want this output then do this,
but if you want this other output then do that, unless of course you want this other output then
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do this other thing.” Your user will instantly be lost. It is better to create separate articles that
cover each one of those scenarios than to try to lump them into one article.

Publish it!
Publish your article and send it to your customer. They will let you know right away if the
instructions worked or not.
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Managing your documentation
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How to keep your documentation up to date
One of the major concerns we hear from people is, "How do I keep my documentation up
to date?" Here are some simple strategies to make it simple to keep things current in your
documentation.

The simple way of keeping your docs up to date
There are a lot of complicated solutions for keeping your documentation up to date. But we
have found that complicated solutions rarely work. Here are three simple suggestions.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Separate concepts and tasks
Use pictures in your documentation
Make sure your support team uses your documentation
Tag articles

Separate concepts and tasks
If you mix concepts and tasks into the same article then updating your articles will be difficult.
Concepts are articles that deal with the following questions:
• Why you would use a feature
• When you would use a feature
• Why a feature is designed the way it is
Tasks answer one question:
• How to use a feature to create a desired output
Concepts won't change as quickly as tasks will. If you separate your concept and task articles
out you will find that keeping both up to date will be simpler.

Use pictures in your documentation to make updating simpler
What? Pictures can make updating your documentation simpler? Impossible.
Actually, it is very true. If your documentation doesn't use pictures then guess what you have to
do to see if an article needs updating? You have to read it. And that takes time.
If you use lots of pictures then you can simply scan the article. You will be able to quickly notice
screenshots or procedures that need to be updated.
-- Begin shameless plug --
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Now, updating screenshots in documentation can be a real pain if you don't use the right tools.
ScreenSteps makes replacing screenshots simple and fast so if you are worried about keeping
your docs up to date then you might want to check it out.
-- End shameless plug --

Make sure your support team uses your documentation
If your support team doesn't use your documentation regularly to answer customer support
questions then it is going to be really hard to tell if something is out of date. Your support team
has the most immediate contact with customers. If they are pointing your customers to existing
knowledge base articles on a regular basis then they will find out right away if something needs
updating.
Use your documentation with your customers and your docs will stay up to date for the
following reasons:
• Your customers and support agents will let you know right away when something is out of
date.
• Your support agents will demand that you update the content because they need up to date
information to do their job effectively.

Tag articles
Tagging articles involves a little more work so only do it if the previous suggestions aren't
sufficient for your situation. Any decent online knowledge base product is going to allow you to
tag articles in some way. By tagging articles based on areas or screens in your application you
can quickly find articles that will be affected when a change is made to your application.
Like I said, this can be a bit more complex. We have found that using pictures and using our
documentation on a regular basis is enough for our organization. But some of our customers
find that they need to tag articles as well. If you are going to take this approach here are some
suggestions:
• Standardize your tags - Make sure your entire team is on the same page with your tag
structure. If everyone is using different tags then they won't be much use to you.
• Don't get too specific - While it might seem like a great idea to tag every detail of a lesson
this quickly bogs down the authoring process. Start with general areas of your application,
for example, major screens, tags or functional areas. If you find that you need more
specificity it is easy to add it later. But don't get bogged down early on.
• Be realistic in your expectations - Tags are not going to be able to completely automate the
updating process. They are meant to be a help, not a comprehensive solution. So don't
worry about perfection in your tagging strategy. Just ask yourself the question, "Is tagging
helping our team update our documentation with less effort?" If the answer is yes then keep
doing what you are doing. If the answer is no, then modify your strategy.
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What do you do if you are delivering content in a format that doesn't support tagging, for
example, PDF or Word files? Just make sure you use a documentation authoring tool to tag help
articles in your authoring environment.
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Other articles
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How to figure out why people don't use your
documentation
People often tell us that they have several hundred pages of documentation already written.
They want to talk to us about importing it into ScreenSteps Live. The first question we ask them
is, "Is anyone reading it?"
More often than not, the answer is "no." If no one is using your documentation, simply
importing it into a new product isn't going to do you much good. You need to first understand
why people aren't using your docs.
If you find yourself with a ton of documentation that no one is reading then here is a simple
self-assessment you can perform to determine what you need to do.

Is your documentation in the wrong delivery format?
If your documentation is in a PDF or Word file stored on your company intranet then you
probably aren't going to get a lot of use out of it. It doesn't matter how great your docs are.
Most people will not go through the effort of:
• Finding where the PDF file is stored
• Downloading it
• Opening it up and searching through it for the answer to their question
If you want your documentation to get more use then you need to deliver it through the web.
You may choose to use PDF or Word files as an additional delivery format. But your primary
delivery format should be the web.

Is your documentation globbed together?
I see a lot of people that create really long help documents. They are forgetting Newton's first
law of help docs, "documentation is referenced, not read." People don't read documentation,
they reference it when they get stuck. If you glob all of your help topics onto one giant page
people are going to find it hard to use.
Your help docs should consist of many small, focused articles. For more info, see the article,
"Connect with velcro, not cement."

Does your documentation talk about how things work instead
of how to get things done?
A lot of documentation talks about how things work. This isn't nearly as useful as telling
someone how to get things done. For example, a lot of docs will take an application and
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describe what all the buttons do. This isn't very useful. Your users want to get things done so
you should write step-by-step procedures that help them accomplish tasks.
To put it more simply, document tasks, not features.

How did you do?
How did your documentation do in this self assessment? If it failed, then just moving to a new
documentation product isn't going to help you. You need to revise your approach to
documentation.

How to fix it
We talk to customers all the time that find themselves in this situation and the idea of rewriting
a bunch of docs seems pretty depressing.
But those customers who adopt our "Plan not to Plan", approach to documentation and
combine that with our ScreenSteps Live service find that they quickly create a lot of great
documentation without a lot of effort. And most importantly, they find that people actually start
using their documentation.
Even if you aren't going to use one of our products, start thinking about why people aren't using
your docs and then take the necessary steps to fix the situation.
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Creating engaging documentation: Motivation
matters more than Learning Styles
A lot of people talk about developing documentation for different learning styles. If you
have unlimited resources then you can spend a bunch of time and money developing
content in different formats to match different learning styles. But that isn’t reality for most
businesses. Most businesses need to get something prepared that can help the majority of
their users.
If you are starting to think about creating material for different learning styles, stop right
now. Instead of grouping your audience into different learning styles, start grouping them
by their level of motivation.

Users at different motivation levels need different types of
content
Defusing a bomb = high motivation
Let’s take a simple example such as defusing a bomb. When someone has to defuse a bomb
they are highly motivated to learn the material. You could give them the most awful
documentation in the world and they are going to do their best to understand it because the
price of failure is high.

Using your software to get a job done = medium motivation
Now let’s look at someone using your software to get a task done. If your documentation is
poor they will probably skip it since the motivation isn’t quite as high. They will then do one of
three things:
• Ask a co-worker for help
• Contact your support team for help
• Abandon the task
The person at this stage doesn't care how engaging your documentation is. They just care
about how easy it is to understand. They want to take the quickest path to getting their work
done. If your documentation represents the quickest path then they will use it. If it doesn't then
they will get help through other channels.
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Learning about your product = low motivation
Now look at a potential customer coming to your website. Or maybe the audience is a group of
co-workers whom you are trying to convince to use a new application. Their motivation is very
low. They aren’t really sure if they care about what you are presenting or not. They need to be
presented with more engaging content. This content should catch their attention and help them
know why they should use your product or service.

Grouping people based on motivation
The simplest way to group your audience is to segment them by:
• Those who know what they want to do but don’t know how to do it (highly motivated)
• Those who have no idea what they want to do (less motivated)
The first group, those who know what they want to do, have a specific destination in mind. They
just need a step-by-step guide that shows them how to get there. The second group, those who
don’t know where they want to go, need to know what options are available to them. They need
a travel brochure that shows them the destinations they could go and gives them advice on
which destinations would be best for them.
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Creating Travel Brochure documentation
If you are creating “Travel Brochure” documentation, then you need to make it more engaging. I
would highly recommend the use of video in these instances. You are trying to engage a reader
who has a relatively low level of motivation and help them understand why they would want to
use your software.

Creating Road Map documentation
Once they know why they want to use your software they then need to know how to use it.
Their motivation level has completely changed. In this case, video is not the best format. Visuals
are still very important, but video is a linear format which many users will find too time
consuming to absorb. The best option is a series of step-by-step images that include many,
many screenshots and diagrams. This communicates more information in less time by
combining the visual information of a video with the scannable aspects of a text document.

Don’t mix the two
Many organizations try to using one piece of documentation to address both audiences. They
either use marketing videos as training or support resources, or they try to use their
documentation as a marketing solution. It doesn’t work. Each piece of content you create
should have one purpose. It should either be showing someone:
• Why they would want to do something, or
• How to do it
When you mix the two together your content becomes harder to author, update and
understand.

Summary
So stop worrying about learning styles. In most cases you aren’t going to be teaching a course
on science or history. You are trying to help someone understand:
• What they can do
• Why they would want to do it
• How they can do it
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Evaluating the cost of a documentation system
Evaluating the cost of a documentation system can be tricky. There are so many options out
there ranging from free products to products costing tens of thousands of dollars. How do you
know which one you should choose?
With any product you purchase for your business you need to look at two sides of the equation:
cost and value. For example if I needed a car for my business, the cheapest cost might be a toy
Matchbox car. It has wheels and only costs a few dollars. But it would deliver absolutely zero
value because I couldn’t use it do anything.
The cheapest solution may not deliver the best value. The most expensive may not either. So
how do you determine the value of a documentation system? You need to look the following
areas for the product you are evaluating:
•
•
•
•
•

Will it help get the documentation done?
Will it help your authors work faster?
Will it help you keep your documentation up to date?
Will it help your documentation get used?
Will it impact your business?

Will it help you get your documentation written?
The whole purpose of a documentation system is to create and deliver documentation to your
customers.

Your customers might be users of your product or they may be employees in your organization.
It is whoever needs to use your documentation.
If your documentation system makes it harder to write your documentation, then it isn’t
delivering much value.
What can inhibit authoring?
• Complicated document editors
• Document editors that are too simplistic
• Complicated publishing workflows
We hear about both ends of the spectrum from our customers in this area. Some come from
systems that were so simplistic that they offered just a plain text field. Other customers come
from the opposite extreme - applications that are so complicated that they felt like they needed
a PhD to operate them.
You need to assess how well the documentation system will help you get the documentation
done.
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Will it help your authors work faster?
The time your authors spend writing documentation has a value attached to it. It may be
anywhere from a few dollars an hour to several hundred dollars an hour. If their time is
valuable then you want to make sure that they have tools that help them work faster.
For example, let’s take an author making $25/hour. They have a choice between a free tool and
one that costs $20/month to use. With the free tool they typically spend 10 hours a month
writing docs. With the paid tool they are able to reduce that down to 6 hours. The paid tool
obviously delivers the better value. In exchange for $20 they got back $100 ((10 hours–6 hours)
* $25) of extra time for that employee.
If you are looking at this factor consider the following criteria:
• The cost of the tool
• The hourly billable value of the people using the tool
• The number of hours saved/month by using the tool

Will it help you keep your documentation up to date?
So many companies start out with lofty goals for creating the “ultimate” documentation system.
They spend weeks and months creating the perfect solution. Everything is complete and
everything is beautiful.
...and then something changes
...and they need an update
...and they don’t have time
...and the documentation is quickly out of date
Once the documentation is out of date it is useless. It is even worse than useless because out of
date documentation makes you look lazy.
A documentation site is like a house that needs to be repainted every week. If your
documentation tool doesn’t make repainting that house very simple then the house is quickly
going to fall into disrepair.
When you are evaluating a documentation solution, look at how easy it will be to keep things up
to date. Once again, look at the cost of one hour of time for the person who will be updating the
docs and multiply that by how long it will take them to make documentation updates.

WIll it help your documentation get used?
At this point the value equation gets into bigger numbers. Up until now we have been talking
about saving the time of individual workers on your team as they create and update the
documentation. But now we are talking about saving time for possibly thousands of people.
This calculation will be very different depending on who your customer is: an end user of a
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product you sell and support, or an employee in your organization that needs to get work done.
We define these as internal customers (employees in your organization) and external
customers (users of the products or services you sell).
Internal customers
If internal customers use your documentation you can see cost savings in the following areas:
• Decreased costs associated with mistakes made because of a lack of documentation
• Decreased training costs for new hires
• Decreased costs associated with the time necessary to help employees get work done
For example, if you are in a small accounting firm of 20 people and there is one IT guy that is in
charge of helping everyone use the software that runs your business, documentation that gets
used can have a big impact.
• It will save hours each month for the IT guy who doesn’t have to spend all of his time
answering the same questions over and over again.
• It will prevent costly mistakes from being made because employees weren’t sure who to do
a task (such as running a specific report) correctly.
External customers
For external customers, documentation that gets used will impact the following areas:
• The time spent by your customer support team supporting customers. If documentation
helps defer or shorten 30% of your support requests then you will be able to support more
customers with a smaller support staff. If each support employee costs you roughly $40k$60k/year then that is a huge savings.
• The increased adoption of your product by customers. If customers use your documentation
they will find it easier to get more value out of your product which will then lead to lower
customer churn (or customers who stop using your product).

Will it change your business?
This is a big one. Will the documentation system you choose change the way you run your
business? There are lots of documentation systems that won’t really make a dent one way or
another around how you run your business. But there are some that will make a major impact.
We obviously would like to think that our products fall into the “change the way you run your
business” category. And what he hear from customers backs this up.
For example we have a several customers who fall into the ~50 employee range who have
expanded the use of ScreenSteps Live to their entire organization. This isn’t just people viewing
documentation on ScreenSteps Live. It is people authoring content on ScreenSteps Live.
Everyone is documenting their processes which makes their whole business run more
efficiently.
We have other customers who create SaaS software products who integrate ScreenSteps Live
into the entire customer training process. One customer in particular is able to reduce the
number of hours of live, one-on-one training required for their Student Information System.
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This allows them to pass those savings onto the school districts they sell to, giving them an
advantage over their competitors.
The final and biggest calculation should be how much of an impact the documentation system
will have on how you run your business.

Summing up
For each tool you are considering, sum up all of the potential cost savings and value created
using the questions above. Then compare that against the cost of the tool. You may find that
the free solution actually ends up being quite expensive; or that the overblown, superexpensive enterprise solution costs a lot more in the long run than what their sales rep is
quoting you because of the complexity of the product. Look at the whole picture and you will
make a better decision for your business.
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Why your documentation needs to be online not locked in a PDF or Word file
A lot of organizations deliver their documentation as PDF or Word files. If you are only using
PDF and Word files for your documentation, then you are making a big mistake that is
impacting the usage of your documentation and probably hurting the efficiency of your
business.
In this article we will regularly refer to PDFs, but what applies to PDFs also applies to Word
files, PowerPoint, etc.

PDFs - The good and the bad
PDFs are good because:
• They can be viewed on many devices
• They can be read without the need for an internet connection (once they are downloaded)
• Everyone knows how to use a PDF
PDFs are bad because:
• They are hard to keep up to date
date. If someone downloads a PDF from your website and you
later update that PDF with new information, it is impossible to update the downloaded copy.
The customer has to re-download the PDF and they have to know that they need to redownload the PDF. This makes it very difficult to make sure your customers have the latest
and most accurate information.
• They are hard to find
find. A lot of companies store their manuals as PDFs on their company
intranet. When the time comes that someone actually needs to use them they can never
remember where to find them. If your employees or customers can't find your
documentation then you may as well have never written it.
• You assume people are going to read them. And you are wrong. Remember, people don't
read documentation - they reference it when they get stuck. And PDFs are designed to be
read, not referenced.
In a nutshell, PDFs have a lot of great qualities. But for documentation purposes, it's not the
best tool to use.
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Why your documentation needs to be online
Remember, the purpose of writing documentation is so that people will use it, and people will
use it if it's easy to access in their time of need. By putting your documentation online, you
make it easier for your customers and employees to reference it when they get stuck.
Here are some of the major benefits of having your documentation online:
• Instant access - No files to download. If your documentation is online, your customer or
employee can click a link and have all of your articles right in front of them. No more hunting
around on a file server, looking for the latest version of the soft copy.
• Searchability - Searching online documentation is much easier than searching a PDF.
• Unique URLs - When you deliver a PDF it is one giant document. A documentation site can
consist of many unique pages or articles, and each page has its own URL. This means that
when someone asks you a question, you can point them directly to the answer. This is really,
really important if you want your documentation to make an impact on your business. Read
more about how to organize your documentation so that it can be used this way
• Keeping things up to date - Keeping a website up to date is so much easier than keeping a
PDF file up to date. When you customers view your documentation online you always know
that they have the latest information.
• Don't worry about finishing - A PDF file has to be "finished" before you can deliver it. So even
though you have a lot of articles completed, if the manual isn't finished then those articles
won't be available. If your documentation is online, you can create your documentation in
small chunks and deliver it to your customers/employees as it's created. You never have to
worry about completely "finishing" your documentation.

The best of both worlds
A great option is to put all of your documentation online and then give your customers and
option to download your documentation as a PDF version. That is one of the reasons that we
built PDF and online documentation into our own knowledge base system, ScreenSteps Live.

Put your documentation online if you want results
If you really want results from your documentation, then it needs to be online. Whether you are
hoping to decrease customer support requests or increase employee productivity, locking it up
in a PDF or Word file simply won't give you the business results you are looking for. Put it
online.
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