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Content strategy enables leadership to drive 
significant change in content design across 
the organization. But simply communicating 
content strategy to staff doesn’t guarantee 
effective implementation. Collaboration can 
provide an effective means to implement content 
strategy. Collaboration allows you to bring 
together the right people with the required skill 
sets, competencies, and energy to deliver the 
learning content that customers need in order to 
adopt new solutions and do their jobs effectively. 
Following is a story about how Learning Media 
Development (LMD) is collaborating across 
teams within LMD to drive our content strategy 
into our deliverables.
     At Siemens PLM Software, the LMD 
team provides learning content in the form of 
technical documentation (Help) and courseware. 
Our customers are primarily engineers, 
designers, and solution architects responsible 
for various aspects of product lifecycle. Product 
lifecycle includes requirements definition, 
design, manufacturing, quality assurance, and 
service for products. LMD consists of about 120 

content developers, managers, editors, graphics 
specialists, information architects, and tools 
developers for content authoring. Our teams 
are geographically dispersed at several locations 
from Cypress, California to Pune, India. This 
is a story about how we are collaborating across 
teams within LMD to drive our content strategy 
into our deliverables.
     Several years ago, LMD developed a 
comprehensive content strategy, consisting of 
six key components (Figure 1) and a phased 
development process (Figure 2).
     From our perspective at the time, our 
strategy and process would produce high quality 
content for documentation and courseware. 
After years of implementing this strategy and 
phased process however, we were not developing 
the user-focused, task-based content we expected 
to deliver. 
     Instead, we saw our content becoming 
irrelevant. Our content was failing to engage 
customers. Instructors in the field, responsible 
for delivering content to customers in the 
classroom, began supplementing our content 

(continued on page 128)

Figure 1: Components oF Content strategy

Figure 2: phased development proCess
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FROM THE DIRECTOR

hans van der meij demonstrates 
at dita europe that minimalism is 
alive and Well 
In his comprehensive review of the 
Minimalism agenda, Professor Hans van der 
Meij, keynote speaker at CMS/DITA Europe 
demonstrated to the DITA crowd that good 
information design is key. Van der Meij 
leads a group of student researchers at the 
University of Twente in the Netherlands. Their 
current research focus is on the development 
of successful instructional videos. However, 
they continue to gather data that shows that 
minimalism is crucial to good communication. 
 Van der Meij reminded the attendees 
that our information consumers come to 
information with their goals foremost in 
mind. They are looking for instructions to 
help them perform tasks successfully and solve 
any problems they’ve encountered. They want 
both instructional text and instructional videos 
to be immediately accessible. In fact, videos 
should be no more than one or two minutes 
long. Text should take little more time than 
that to read and process. 
 As we heard from the attendees, the Van 
der Meij keynote was a great success, which 
was refreshing for a DITA-focused gathering. 
DITA Europe, as it has developed, is quite a 
“techy” conference. We have two tracks, one 
technical and the other business oriented. 
Generally, the technical track attracts a few 
more attendees most hours. But as a business-
oriented manager, I generally focus on the 
business presentations—and they were well 
worth attending as usual. 
 One particularly noteworthy set of 
presentations presented two methods of 
generating DITA maps, the first from Excel 
spreadsheets and the second from a new, 
simplified interface. We have long advocated 
using an Excel spreadsheet not only to plan a 

single set of DITA topics but to track DITA 
topics across deliverables. The Annotated 
Topic List (ATL) has been part of our project 
management training and Information 
Modeling long before DITA and continues 
to help teams actively manage their content 
development. Now we have a process, 
developed by George Bina from Syncro Soft, 
to transform the topics into DITA files. The 
transform is referred to as DITA Glass. Dawn 
Stevens from Comtech Services presented the 
ATL/DITA Glass transform.
 At the same time, Magda Caloian of 
Pantopix, presented a new transformation to 
produce a DITA map and stub topics from an 
Information Model. The new processes uses 
Trello Outline. In it, the information architect 
outlines the DITA project, using indented 
outline items to indicate the hierarchy of the 
topics. A few small annotations, such as ##t, 
set the topic types. The transform program, 
outline2ditamap.py produces the map and all 
the stub topics.
 For people struggling with project 
planning, information architecture, and map 
generation, both of these methods provide 
superb ways of producing maps quickly and 
easily. 
 On the technical side of the program, 
OASIS DITA Technical Committee 
members Kris Eberlein and Robert Anderson 
entertained the audience with a frank 
discussion on the usefulness of DITA keys, 
introduced with DITA 1.2 and improved 
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in DITA 1.3. They pointed out that same 
organizations may not need or want to use 
keys, especially if the tools they use don’t 
support keys, which is true of some legacy 
content management systems. But for those 
that want to effectively manage links and 
variable text, keys are valuable. Keys make 
variations in content much easier to manage. 
And, with scoped keys of DITA 1.3, it is 
possible to have more than one set of keys 
working in a map. Be aware, the speakers 
warned, about making choices that are too 
complex for your content. It’s still best to keep 
things simple and reproducible.
 Marie-Louise Flacke presented the new 
DITA troubleshooting topic in the context 
of improving troubleshooting information 
in technical content. She pointed to many 
examples, unfortunately, of really poor 
troubleshooting, quoting a study that revealed 
that only a tiny percentage of end users actually 
understand the error messages they get with 
software. In an inventory of 100 manuals, Hans 
van der Meij’s researchers found that one-third 
had no troubleshooting information at all, half 
did not mention troubleshooting in the table 
of contents or index, and fully 86 percent never 
made troubleshooting information easily visible 
in the text. 
 The new DITA troubleshooting topic, as 
Flacke demonstrated, provides authors with 
a template for creating sound information to 
support error recognition and recovery, one of 
the four tenets of minimalism.
 Even as many talked about how to 
conquer the perceived complexities of DITA, 
others talked about the challenges of getting 
DITA accepted by those outside of technical 

documentation and discussed lightweight 
solutions. Ray Gillespie of Nokia provided 
an excellent comparison of lightweight 
markup languages, such as Markdown and 
reStucturedText. Although DITA far exceeds 
these tools in features such as reuse, metadata, 
and semantic tagging, lightweight markup 
languages are attractive due to their simplicity, 
learnability, and familiarity. 
 We also heard from colleagues leading the 
charge in implementing DITA within training 
organizations. Much resistance to DITA from 
training groups centers around the difficulty 
of creating slide presentations. France Baril of 
Architextus demonstrated her solution, which 
enables authors to select a subset of elements 
from full documentation topics to populate a 
slide show and present the results using  
reveal.js. Brigit Strackenbrook, XStructuring 
and Emiel Ubink, Thieme Meulenhoff showed 
how they have expanded the Learning and 
Training specialization to add additional 
training topic types and interactions to better 
meet the demands of the training community.
 There were a host of excellent presentations 
at DITA Europe 2015, and I don’t mean to 
slight any of them. I enjoyed everything that 
I heard. I hope to have the same excellent 
set of presentations at the spring Content 
Management Strategies/DITA North America 
conference <https://cm-strategies.com/>. If 
you’re hoping to present in Reston, Virginia, do 
get your proposal into the conference website 
soon. We’ll be making selections at the end of 
December. 

 JoAnn 
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with their own. The same was true of our 
services business, responsible for deploying 
software products at customer sites and bringing 
users up to speed in using our software products 
to do their jobs. Even our internet-delivered 
self-paced courseware was not meeting revenue 
targets. And, customer expectations were 
changing—many customers no longer wanted 
to sit through a course in order to learn to use 
our software so that they could do their jobs. 
As a result, instead of using our content, our 
customers were finding other ways to learn.

What Went Wrong?
We developed a strategy and process and 
communicated it to the entire team. We 
expected the team to understand and support 
the strategy and process. We expected the team 
to figure out how to implement the strategy and 
execute the process. What went wrong? Several 
things 

 ♦ Adopting a new strategy and process are 
risk-taking behaviors

 ♦ Going a new direction, as is required when 
you adopt a new strategy and process, 
requires a clear roadmap to success

 ♦ Changing how you develop content may 
require skills that you don’t possess.

 

In summary, the problem was that we were 
not providing clear direction, or the right 
motivation, or a clear path to success.

hoW to Change When Change is 
hard
In Switch: How to Change Things When Change 
Is Hard, authors Chip Heath and Dan Heath 
present the metaphor of a rider on an elephant. 
In order to get the rider and elephant to change 
direction and go where you want them to go, 
you have to:

 ♦ Direct the rider—provide clear direction

 ♦ Motivate the elephant—engage the 
emotional side of people

 ♦ Shape the path—change the situation to 
make change more likely

 
This metaphor provided the basis for developing 
a collaborative approach to driving our content 
strategy and design through the organization.
To direct the rider, motivate the elephant, and 
shape the path, we decided that we needed to 
move from communication to collaboration. 
Communication (Figure 3) can be viewed as 
just telling people what to do, answering their 
questions, and then expecting them to act 
accordingly. Collaboration (Figure 4) means 
having an ongoing conversation and working 

(continued from page 125)
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Figure 3: sourCe: <https://WWW.edCast.org/learn/proFessional-CommuniCation-be-a-star-
presenter-on-a-panels-Fall-2015>
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side-by-side with content developers to show 
them how to apply the content strategy and 
design to their content.
     To direct the rider, we needed to define and 
share a clear and consistent message about our 
content strategy. To motivate the elephant, we had 
to find a way to socialize the message, commit 
to leadership support of the message, and make 
it safe to take risks required for implementing 
the content strategy. To shape the path, we had to 
find a way to collaborate with content developers 
and support teams as they design and develop 
content. To fulfill all of these requirements, we 
established the Content Strategy Team (CST).
     The CST is a small, core team of highly 
respected leaders who have a passion for content 
and are committed to helping our content 
developers succeed in creating the content that 
our customers need. The CST’s mission is:

 ♦ To define a consistent, concise message 
about our content strategy and socialize the 
message with the LMD team, and

 ♦ To collaborate with content developers 
and teams to show them how to apply our 
strategy, processes, and content design to 
create great learning content.

 
As we start a new course development project, 
we embed a member of the CST into the project 
team. The CST member: 

 ♦ Serves as a mentor, providing team 
members with the knowledge and skills as 
required.

 ♦ Facilitates content discussions.

 ♦ Owns the content design, to ensure that 
the team designs and develops content 
that meets the expectations of our content 
strategy.

 ♦ Demonstrates how to use available tools.
 
hoW We shaped the path
To shape the path, the CST developed a content 
model, or design pattern, based on learning 
theory. The purpose of the pattern is to ensure 
an effective learning experience for students 
of the course. Next, the CST built small 
examples of the kind of content that flows from 
the content model.  These examples help the 
team visualize and understand the relationship 
between the content model and the resulting 
content.
     To support collaboration, the CST also 
developed a new design document and 
storyboard templates. Finally, the CST uses the 
content model, examples, design document, and 
storyboard templates to facilitate discussions 
about content design.

Figure 4: sourCe: http://WWW.aptiFyusersConFerenCe.Com/events/20-tuesday/Collaboration-
labs-2-0/
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the elephant is moving in the right 
direCtion
One great indicator that collaboration is 
working is that the discussions are changing. 
Content developers are asking for opportunities 
to engage in collaborative teams.  In addition, 
the content that we’ve developed in collaborative 
teams is receiving positive feedback from 
customers, including internal stakeholders 
and external customers. And, much more 
collaborative work is being planned, as the 
development teams queue up content projects 
for collaborative teams.

lessons learned
Along the way to collaboration, we’ve learned a 
few lessons:

 ♦ We have training and skill gaps. Not every 
content developer has the skills required to 
create content that is consistent with our 
content design.

 ♦ Some developers have a strong sense of 
ownership. Prior to collaboration, content 
developers owned the content, including 
the design and construction. At times, 
some content developers resist giving up 
ownership of the design.

 ♦ We must separate project management from 
content design. We’ve clarified that the 
content developer and his or her manager 
own the project management, while the 
CST team member owns the content 
design.

 ♦ Our process doesn’t adequately support 
our content strategy. We added the role of 
content designer, which is fulfilled by the 
CST member. Also, we revised our process 
to include the role of content designer.

 

It’s important to note that we would not have 
learned these lessons without collaborating to 
design and develop content.

next steps
As we move forward with collaboration, we need 
to do the following in the short term:

 ♦ Continue and expand our collaboration 
efforts, because we are succeeding in 
implementing our content strategy.

 ♦ Work on skill gaps. Identify content 
developers who need help with 
collaboration skills.

 ♦ Create and incorporate a new content 
designer role into our process. Although the 
CST team has been fulfilling this role, that 
model is not scalable. We need to identify 
content developers who have the mindset, 
skills, and passion for content design to 
fulfill the role of content designer.

 ♦ Build additional tools as needed to support 
the effort. 

 
Based on our success so far, we are confident that 
working in collaborative teams will continue to 
produce the content our customers need so that 
customers can succeed in using our software 
products to do their jobs. 
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First the good news: My team is in demand. Our 
organization views both my Content Design 
team and the User-Experience (UX) Design 
team we belong to as vital to a successful web UI 
project. The UX Design team designs effective 
interactions and experiences. Content designers 
support those interactions by designing “micro-
content,” such as field labels, embedded 
user assistance, and error messages. Our 
contributions are valued. We’re frequently asked 
to work on new projects. 
 Now the bad news: We’re not always able 
to assign people to those new projects. Our 
team is small. In the last year, we’ve lost people 
to retirements, role changes, and resignations. 
We’ve also added people to our tea–––m, but 
that doesn’t guarantee immediate productivity. 
Any new team members need training, which 
requires time from the same experienced people 
who are already fully allocated to projects.
 Meanwhile, the demand for new projects 
seems to grow every month. Existing products 
need maintenance. Customer feedback 
prompts us to update the UI. Shifts in banking 
regulations require occasional changes. Clients 
request customized products to meet their own 
unique needs. And we have big projects that 
require everyone’s full attention—the projects we 
believe will increase revenue and transform the 
market. Some projects wait until we’re available, 
but that delay jeopardizes our delivery dates and 
ability to realize revenue. Other projects start 
without us, risking the quality and usability of 
the final product.
 It’s a simple supply-and-demand problem: 
Our staff can’t keep up with the seemingly 
endless demand for our time. Our team of 
conscientious, hard-working people want 
to do the right thing for our company and 
our customers, so there’s always temptation 
to commit to more than we can realistically 
accomplish. This leads to excessive multi-tasking 
(or task-switching), overtime, tired employees, 
poor quality, burn-out, and attrition.

 Our challenge: How can we ensure 
the success of our projects without working 
everybody to death?

using our time Wisely
We want every project to succeed, but we don’t 
have enough available work hours to support 
them all. When considering our supply-and-
demand problem, we focused not on what we 
don’t have (unlimited budget and team) but on 
what we do have. We have a specific number 
of hours available to us each month. Let’s treat 
those hours as an investment.
 How should we invest our limited time? 
We can’t commit to every project. And just as 
you don’t invest in every company in the stock 
market, we also decided we need to say “no” to 
certain requests. But which ones?
 For inspiration, we turned to Essentialism 
by Greg McKeown. McKeown urges his readers 
to determine which of the things we’re involved 
in are the “trivial many” and which are the 
“vital few.” The “vital few” are those things 
essential to your success; everything else can be 
reduced, outsourced, or eliminated. Identifying 
the “vital few” requires making tough decisions 
and helping everyone understand the trade-offs. 
Eliminating the “trivial many” lets us engage 
in fewer activities and to do a better job at the 
things we decide to pursue—to do less, but 
better.
 When every project has value, how do we 
distinguish between the trivial many and the 
vital few?

determining our ideal Criteria
McKeown explains the difference between 
minimum criteria and ideal criteria. For 
example, when you look for a new job, your 
minimum criteria might include your salary, 
commute, and responsibilities. Your ideal 
criteria would look more like “fulfills my lifelong 
dream.” 

Doing Less, But Better: Quality Where It Matters Most

Rachel Grimes
Fiserv
rachel.grimes@fiserv.com
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 The minimum criteria for our projects 
include the value to the business, the degree to 
which the project satisfies a real need for our 
users, and the anticipated ROI. Our project 
approval process evaluates these minimum 
criteria before we’re asked to engage in the 
project.
 Our ideal criteria include two key factors:

 ♦ Vision: Does this project help us achieve 
the five-year vision for our product suite? 
Our business unit has a very clear strategy 
for the next few years. We support that 
strategy and realize that vision, which is 
directly tied to specific revenue projections. 

 ♦ Risk: What’s the risk of not including 
UX and Content Design in the project? 
If there’s a high risk of negative impacts to 
our users or clients, then we carefully weigh 
the need for our involvement. Negative 
impacts include ineffective UI interactions, 
insufficient accommodations for users of 
assistive technologies, or financial losses due 
to confusion about how our products work.

 
If a request doesn’t directly support our five-year 
vision and is low-risk, we look for other ways to 
make the project successful without committing 
our full time and effort to it.

Finding other pathWays to suCCess
We’ve identified several tactics to help a project 
succeed when we can’t fully support it.

 ♦ Minimize the impacts. Sometimes 
delivering perfect design artifacts takes 
more time than we can afford, so we look 
for prudent shortcuts. Instead of updating 
the full deck of wireframes for the product, 
we’ll create a “delta doc” (documenting only 
the requested changes) or a quick mock-up. 
Instead of agonizing for hours over a help 
topic in a soon-to-be-retired product, we do 
a quick draft and trust our SMEs to make 
sure it’s technically accurate. We want to 
keep the project moving with the smallest 
possible investment of our time.

 ♦ Delegate to another team. If someone 
else could meet the project’s requirements 
equally well, we negotiate with them 

to do it in our place but with our 
support. For example, several of our 
account representatives are particularly 
knowledgeable about both a particular 
client’s needs and our systems. We’ve 
asked them to draft content for the 
client’s enhancement request, with the 
understanding that we’ll do a thorough 
review before they implement that content.

 ♦ Use a proxy. When appropriate, we ask 
another team to represent us in meetings, 
gather information, or comment on 
solutions. Then we decline the meetings 
and ask for a quick recap later.

 
Regardless of the approach we choose, it’s 
important to clarify expectations with the rest of 
the project team. To avoid possible confusion, 
it’s always a good idea to state clearly who will 
do what and explain what any design artifacts 
will look like.
 Table 1 on pages 133 & 134 shows some 
real examples of projects we’ve evaluated against 
our ideal criteria of vision and risk and how 
we responded to each one. As always, we aim 
to find a way to make each project successful 
while investing most of our time in our most 
important initiatives.

making tradeoFFs
The examples in Table1 look straightforward, 
but each one forced us to find ways to balance 
competing concerns, including:

 ♦ Level of detail versus time spent. 
Sometimes “just barely good enough” isn’t 
quite good enough. If we design solutions 
for most (but not all) of the user flows 
or scenarios, Development and QA must 
either make judgment calls or ask follow-up 
questions. Their uncertainty and confusion 
are magnified when we include our off-
shore Development and QA teams in India, 
both because of the time difference between 
asking a question and getting an answer 
and because we’re often working with new 
people there who lack deep experience with 
our product. In those cases, we usually 
provide more information, which costs us 
some of the time we had hoped to save. 
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Problem Supports the vision? Risks of not 
participating

Approach Results

Recent changes 
in banking 
regulations 
prompted us 
to update some 
of our legal 
disclosures and 
add them to a few 
other pages.

No. Routine 
maintenance.

Low. Legal will give 
us the exact text to 
use. It just needs to be 
implemented properly.

Minimize the 
impacts. Instead 
of creating full 
wireframes, we 
marked up screen 
shots, circling the 
spots where the 
new text should be 
inserted.

Development and 
QA were nervous 
about working from 
marked-up screen 
shots instead of 
detailed wireframes, 
but the work-around 
(plus a few follow-up 
questions) proved 
sufficient; however, 
the comprehensive 
wireframes for the 
product are now 
inaccurate.

A major client 
wants to create a 
custom version 
of our UI. The 
account manager 
invited us to 
pre-planning 
discussions to 
determine what 
the client wants 
and create a 
rough estimate.

No. However, this is 
an important client 
relationship and the 
project could bring in 
additional revenue (the 
client pays for custom 
work).

Moderate. Not 
participating in the 
planning session could 
come back to haunt 
us. But we usually 
do another round of 
estimating when we 
have firm requirements, 
which makes this an 
acceptable risk.

Use a proxy. We 
didn’t participate 
in pre-planning. 
Instead, 
Development 
assessed the impacts 
and submitted an 
estimate on our 
behalf.

Because it’s so early 
in the project, we 
don’t have much 
info; therefore, the 
proxy estimates 
were probably no 
less accurate than 
what we would have 
done ourselves. We 
can stay focused on 
the most important 
work until the 
client’s needs are 
better defined.

 ♦ Pay now versus pay later. Taking a 
shortcut saves us time now, but it costs 
time later. When we create a mock-up or a 
“delta” doc (to show only the changes, or 
deltas, from the original design), it’s usually 
because we don’t have time to update the 
core set of wireframes right away. When 
the next project starts, we must either take 
time to incorporate the deltas into the core 
documentation or juggle the two sets of 
documents. 

 ♦ Quality everywhere versus quality 
where it matters most. When we delegate 
work to another team, that team doesn’t 
always make the same decisions we would. 

Development might write an inelegant error 
message or an account representative might 
organize an email in a strange way. But 
we can’t afford to insist on making every 
decision in every project; we must invest 
our time on the most important work and 
ensure quality where it matters most. We 
accept an odd error message in a little-used 
product if it means we have more time 
to focus on a project vital to our business 
strategy. 
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Problem Supports the vision? Risks of not 
participating

Approach Results

It’s time to start 
working on a 
new strategic 
project, but we’re 
still coding and 
trouble-shooting 
content for our 
current project.

Yes. Both projects 
support our five-year 
vision.

High. Because both 
projects are part of 
our five-year roadmap, 
we need to do our 
best work on both. 
Skimping on design 
can lead to ineffective 
user experiences, which 
in turn lead to low user 
satisfaction, low usage, 
and unrealized revenue.

Delegate to another 
team. Our strength 
and raison d’être 
is designing good 
content, not writing 
code. We delegated 
the coding tasks to 
Development, who 
has expertise in this 
area.

We now spend the 
majority of our time 
designing UI content 
instead of writing 
and trouble-shooting 
code.

Users sometimes 
forget to complete 
a routine task 
associated with 
setting up a 
new funding 
account. Product 
Management 
wants to solve 
this by sending an 
email reminder.

No. This process will 
soon be replaced with 
a feature from another 
product.

Low. The email will 
go to a relatively small 
number of users, and 
there’s an existing email 
to use as a model.

Minimize the 
impacts. Using 
another email as a 
model, we spent one 
hour drafting the 
text of the email and 
raising questions.

Delegate to another 
team. We entrusted 
the Product 
Management team 
to shepherd the 
email through the 
appropriate reviews 
with Legal and 
make any necessary 
changes.

The project team 
accepted our 
shortcuts. This 
approach to a low-
risk project freed us 
up to focus on other 
work.

Fully integrate the 
features of two 
products.

Yes. Integrating these 
products is a key part of 
achieving our five-year 
vision for our product 
suite.

High. The two 
products don’t work 
the same way, so 
we’ll need to design 
new interactions and 
communications that 
make sense to existing 
users of both products 
as well as new users.

Because this project 
satisfies both of our 
ideal criteria, we 
committed the full 
team. We also asked 
Development and 
QA to co-design with 
us.

We assigned the 
whole team to 
work full-time 
on this project. 
Collaborating with 
Development and 
QA has bridged our 
knowledge gaps. We 
can focus on this 
project (the most 
important and most 
high-risk project in 
our list) because we 
found creative ways 
to meet the goals 
of other competing 
projects.

table 1: evaluating projeCts against our ideal Criteria
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 ♦ The team’s feelings versus the success 
of the project. The Content Design and 
UX Design teams have expressed concerns 
about asking other teams to take on some of 
our workload: “Are you saying that a junior 
developer can write user assistance as well 
as I can?” No. We’re saying we’re willing to 
accept lower quality on low-risk work in 
favor of making sure we deliver high quality 
on our five-year vision. Allowing low-risk 
projects to succeed without us gives us the 
opportunity to work on strategic projects 
where we can make the biggest difference—
delivering quality where it matters most.

ConClusion
Although our “do less, but better” strategy was 
born of desperation, Our approach to investing 
our time is a good way to remind ourselves of 
what’s truly important. It’s easy to get caught up 
in the day-to-day crush of work and to accept 
just one more small request, but eventually you’ll 
fragment your workforce so much that nothing 
meaningful gets done.
 The first key to “doing less, but better” is 
to treat your time as a resource to be invested 
carefully. You can’t do everything, so you must 
invest in the most important work. We’ve had 
to “uncommit” from a few projects when we 
needed to lighten our load. It was painful, but 
necessary. We choose the problem we’d rather 
deal with. For example, do we want to hear 
complaints about the alignment of the legal 
disclosures or watch our usage numbers drop 

because our users can’t figure out the new feature 
we just released in support of our five-year 
strategy?
 The second key is to align the entire project 
team on the goal of delivering the project 
successfully. This alignment gives the project 
team some freedom to decide how they’ll work 
and makes it easier to find creative solutions to 
our resource constraints. Other managers are 
more likely to commit their teams to help with 
our work if we are all working toward the same 
goal. 
 The third key is to define clear standards 
and patterns. This clarity helps ensure 
consistency and quality regardless of who 
does the work. For example, if we’ve delegated 
the responsibility to create a new email, that 
team has better success when aided by a pre-
established email template with boilerplate 
“fine print,” a terminology list, and a catalog 
of frequently used information elements such 
as the standard list of payment information 
(recipient, date, and amount).
 Transitioning some carefully selected 
work to other teams makes it possible for us to 
focus on what’s truly important. We can’t make 
our best contributions when we’re juggling 
several projects at once. I urge you to step back 
occasionally, re-examine your priorities, and 
reassign, lighten, defer, or just stop as many 
non-essential activities as possible. Save your 
strength for what matters most. 
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For the last two years, the IBM Operational 
Decision Manager team has been experimenting 
with an agile approach to content strategy. In 
this article, we share the models and processes 
we used to run an integrated content strategy 
project, the agile way.

Why an integrated Content 
strategy?
Information has become ubiquitous on the web. 
Millennials who have grown up in this context 
expect intuitive and personalized experiences 
with information. 
 We should not underestimate how dramatic 
a change this is for business. Clients are nearly 
80 percent through the sales process before they 
contact a sales representative, which means they 
are “no longer dependent upon marketing for 
information on trends or new ways to solve 
problems, and equally no longer dependent on 
sales to navigate the pros and cons of solutions 
they were considering.” (Crandell 2012)
 The buying decisions these prospects 
make are based on a preference they develop 
over time, which is rooted in trust, credibility, 
and an understanding of the vendor’s 
unique differentiators and value. To build 
this preference, content marketers seek to 
consistently offer the specific information 
customers are looking for, in the places they go 
to get informed, at each step in their buyer’s 
journey.
 Right information, right place, right time. 
This is a goal technical communicators are 
familiar with. With new information-seeking 
and decision-making behaviors of millennials, 
the worlds of marketing (pre-sales) and support 
(post-sales) collide. 
 Could the credible, trustworthy 
content that marketers seek to promote be 
just the content that support and technical 
documentation teams produce? Around 89 
percent of IBM clients and prospects say that 
the quality of the technical content they find 

influences their purchase decision (Riley 2013). 
Support teams are looking to bring technical 
content out of “the manual” and to tailor it so 
that it can take a more interactive part in the 
customer’s journey.
 Quality, relevant content is not only 
essential to support customers in their use 
of products, it also plays a major role in 
supporting sales. Thus, an integrated content 
strategy that spans all types of content, from 
marketing collateral to troubleshooting FAQs, 
is indispensable for ensuring the quality of the 
content that is produced and its relevancy for 
the client experience as a whole.
 In the big data era, content is big. Now 
that vendors understand its value, everybody 
wants good content. Some attempts at managing 
content strategy result in more content and 
more varied types of it.
 When this happens and we end up with a 
tidal wave of content, what do we know about 
the business value and quality of this content? Is 
it used, and is it useful? Is it credible enough that 
our clients will build a preference for our brand?
 High-quality content is “content that fulfills 
business goals and user needs, and inspires 
ongoing audience management and loyalty.” 
(Land 2015). An integrated content strategy 
focuses on addressing the production of high-
quality content, while managing quantity and 
change.

Why agile For Content strategy?
In tandem with the change in the value of 
content for business, the adoption of agile has 
brought a dramatic culture change for content 
production teams.
 Agile methodologies emerged in the 
software industry to support a business in 
constant evolution, with an aim to deliver more 
value, more frequently. 
 The tidal wave of content cannot be slowed 
down. Any attempt at putting in place an 
integrated and sustainable content strategy must 
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use a methodology that can adapt to constant 
change. Agile was developed for that particular 
purpose and is therefore the ideal fit for content 
strategy projects.
 “There is no ISO standard for developing 
content, and it’s unlikely there will be one soon. 
Content is sufficiently complex that the closest 
the industry has come to creating standards 
are style guides.” (Bailie 2012) So instead of 
relying on a standard, could we base our content 
strategy projects on agile principles?
 The agile manifesto states 4 principles:

 ♦ Individuals and interactions over processes 
and tools. We foster collaboration across 
content silos before we investigate 
management and governance tools.

 ♦ Working software over comprehensive 
documentation. We focus on delivering 
working content, that is, high-quality 
content, over spending time completing 
inventories.

 ♦ Customer collaboration over contract 
negotiation. We put in place actions to 
foster direct interaction with our audiences, 
instead of publishing the same old docs.

 ♦ Responding to change over following a 
plan. We are reactive in addressing content 
requirements, rather than sticking to an 
editorial calendar or content plan.

In the following sections, we give examples of 
the way we put these principles into practice 
for the IBM Operational Decision Manager 
products.

individuals and interaCtions over 
proCesses and tools
Many content projects start by looking at 
integrating various types of content through a 
processes or tools. Some will define a workflow 
and later realize that some teams have not 
bought into it. Some will set up a CMS, or a 
portal and wonder why some types of content 
never make it to their system.
 Agile tells us to focus on having people 
interact first. Design projects must start by 
understanding the culture of the organization 

and the needs of the project stakeholders. You 
can set up the best design for your users; if it 
does not correspond to what your stakeholders 
had in mind, it is bound for failure. (Morville 
2014)
 We decided to get started without any tools 
and simply brought together representatives 
of content producing teams into an intranet 
community and a content strategy workgroup. 
Doing so actually wasn’t that simple because 
of the complexity of organization in a big 
company like IBM. It took a bit of research 
to find out who was responsible for what 
content. For a number of people in the content 
strategy workgroup, the meeting was the only 
opportunity they had to talk to one another. We 
did not set up a daily scrum like some software 
development teams are doing, because of the 
variety of roles in the group and the fact that we 
were distributed geographically. So we settled 
on a monthly schedule, with regular debriefs to 
check whether that was the right frequency.
 To get a better grasp of our stakeholders’ 
needs, we used a basic interview chart to ask 
them about how they worked, what sources of 
information they used, and the challenges they 
faced when producing information as shown in 
Figure 1.

 We pulled this information together into 
a single map where we could see who was 
producing, using, and reviewing what.
 With the map, we could check whether 
there were some gaps that could be easily 

Figure 1: stakeholder intervieW Chart



DECEMBER 2015 • BEST PRACTICES

INTEGRATED CONTENT STRATEGY, THE AGILE WAY

139

fixed. For example, we noticed that the people 
producing training materials used many sources 
of content, but struggled to get reviews and 
did not review any other type of content. We 
also noticed that some articles were not being 
reviewed by an SME before publication, so we 
addressed that gap (see Figure 2).
 This exercise might reveal a great deal of 
complexity in how content happens. The point 
is not to fix every problem in the organization, 
but to visualize the as-is situation and then 
address the most actionable issues.

Working Content over 
Comprehensive inventories
Before you can envisage an integrated strategy 
for your content, you must know what content 
is available. Content inventories are a necessity, 
with the major caveat that they can drive you 
insane: “If you send a spider on a content 
reconnaissance mission, you’ll still likely be 
overwhelmed by the volume of content that 
turns up. And even if you can send, as one 
past client put it, “an army of monkeys” to 
swarm over and survey your content, well that’s 
not good either. No measure of simians can 
deal with the jungle truth that your content 
is a moving target. Any snapshot you take of 
it will be instantly out of date. And in your 
efforts to grab a comprehensive view of your 
content environment, you will surely go insane.” 
(Rosenfeld 2006)

 Before we started the content strategy 
project, we had created and managed a content 
inventory for a number of years. And indeed 
we realized that we could spend our entire life 
feeding the inventory.
 So to stop wasting energy on trying 
to achieve the impossible, we reduced the 
amount of information we captured about our 
deliverables, and we set a scope for the sort of 
content we wanted to include. For example, 
we considered that tweets and blog entries 
were too fine-grained, so we captured Twitter 
accounts and whole blogs only. We also scoped 
the content we were tracking to just the content 
about our offering, not content about related 
offerings. Finally, we chose to limit the inventory 
to content owned by IBM.
 Keeping in mind that “the content 
inventory and audit are means to an end: the 
development of a content strategy and user 
experience that delivers for both the business 
and the users” (Land 2014), we managed to 
simplify our approach to the inventory.
 Even by reducing the amount of content 
that was included in the inventory, for the 
IBM Operational Decision Manager product 
alone, we inventoried seven portals, four Twitter 
accounts, two YouTube channels, and one 
Facebook page. We assessed that the information 
available through these platforms amounted to 
 
 

Figure 2: stakeholder analysis: Content revieW and use
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more than 15,000 pieces of content, ranging in 
size from tweets to books (see Figure 3).
 We started with basic taxonomies for 
classifying content, including six types of 
experiences with the product and nine types of 
audience. Our taxonomies were not perfect, and 
in an ideal world they would have been part of 
built-in metadata used across all documents. But 
at least we had something that worked, based 
on existing taxonomies defined by the design 
and marketing teams and that could evolve over 
time.
 Some crawling tools are available for single 
web sites, but for an integrated view of content, 
spanning multiple platforms, with a predefined 
scope, the inventory remains a manual activity. 
We had to accept that the inventory would 
remain incomplete. We also chose to keep it a 
manual process to lead to a qualitative analysis 
of the content we found.
 We gathered some qualitative information 
about our deliverables. In particular, we looked 
for user comments, likes or dislikes. We used 
the publication date to spot out-of-date content. 
Based on this information, we could make a 
simple assessment of what to do with each item:

 ♦ Promote it

 ♦ Review it

 ♦ Remove it
 
The audit enabled us to put in place an action 
plan to foster good content and eliminate bad 
content. We sorted our deliverables by type of 
experience and assessed whether the content that 
was available for each type was provided at the 
right place and in the right format. We 
 

refined the analysis with audience information. 
We could also sort by content type, to check 
whether we were not overdoing it on blogs, for 
example.
 Once we had a first basic inventory and 
audit, we used our regular content strategy 
workgroup meeting to ask content producers 
what was new and fed that directly into our 
content inventory. As a result, we turned 
our initial imperfect inventory into a rolling 
inventory. The advantage of a rolling inventory 
is that it “allows you to assess content mix, 
quality, and effectiveness against ever-changing 
audience needs and business goals.” (Land 2014)

Customer Collaboration and 
FeedbaCk over publishing the usual 
doCs
A key imperative for fostering the development 
of high-quality content was to understand our 
clients better. For that, we used metrics and 
interviewed people who work directly with 
clients.
 With big data, there is a widespread belief 
that by using the right set of metrics, statistics 
will tell you everything. So we measure hits, 
bounce rates, and so on, without really asking 
the question of what we’re looking for with these 
figures. In fact, it is the correlation of metrics 
from various sources with first-hand interviews 
that brings useful insights on client information-
seeking behavior or content quality.
 We started by making an inventory of 
the metrics that were available to us. We asked 
the representatives in the content strategy 
workgroup to tell us who provides the metrics, 
the schedule for delivering them, and what sort 
of information could be gathered from them (see 
Figure 4).

Figure 3: Content inventory and audit

Figure 4: metriCs inventory
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Then, we brainstormed what we wanted to know 
about our clients and what indicators we could 
use. For example, these are some of the goals we 
defined:

 ♦ Understand how the various content types 
are used:
•	 Most used sales material by sales people

•	 Most popular best practices

•	 Most used samples

•	 Most viewed videos

•	 Search keywords

 ♦ Understand how content supports existing 
customers
•	 Support calls solved with content

•	 Types of content used in solving  
support calls

 ♦ Find out what users say about the product
•	 What is being said about the product, 

and who says it on social media

•	 What content is being shared

We could not gather all of the information we 
wanted with the metrics we had at hand, so we 
took note of the questions we needed to answer 
and we asked the representatives to provide the 
answers.
 

 We paired our findings with first-hand 
accounts of customer experience. This approach 
gave us precious insights about how to interpret 
our findings. We recorded everything in a report 
that we kept as a baseline and set a schedule to 
redo the whole metrics-gathering / interviewing 
process on a regular basis.

responding to Change over 
FolloWing a plan or editorial 
Calendar
The incomplete inventory and the partial 
analysis of user needs may seem like a piecemeal 
and informal approach. But through iterative 
experimentation and constant collaboration, the 
project gained momentum.
 In fact, even an incomplete view of the 
quality of what we had as opposed to our clients’ 
expectations was enough to start acting on the 
creation of relevant content.
 We published some basic guidelines for 
what content to publish where (see Figure 5).
 We kept a list of content requirements in 
a central place. This list could have been the 
minimal equivalent of an editorial calendar, 
except that we manage it as a backlog, that is, a 
prioritized list of short requirement descriptions.
 We put in place a minimal process. For 
every new piece of content that the workgroup 
deemed relevant to be promoted, we made sure 
contributions were acknowledged internally and 
that the content was amplified appropriately by 
all social channels available.
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Figure 5: publiCation deCision tree
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ConClusion
The business context in which we consume and 
produce content is changing dramatically. An 
integrated and agile approach to content strategy 
is an efficient way to address the complexity 
and velocity of content today. With imperfect 
yet simple processes and templates, ongoing 
collaboration across silos, and a constant 
focus on delivering value to clients, technical 
communicators who tackle integrated content 
strategy projects can not only create great 
customer experiences with content, but they 
can demonstrate the business value of technical 
content to other parts of the organization. 
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DITA 1.3 introduces scoped keys, which 
represent a huge improvement over the key 
functionality introduced in DITA 1.2. In DITA 
1.2, a key could have only one definition with a 
root map. DITA 1.3 allows a key to be redefined 
at multiple levels within a map, with each 
definition holding over a specified key space.
 To understand why scoped keys are such 
a big step forward, let’s look at a simple (and 
common) use case that’s impossible using the 
non-scoped keys of DITA 1.2.

dita 1.2 keys
You have a root map that references two 
submaps, widget.ditamap and gadget.ditamap. 
Both of these maps in turn reference the topic, 
get_started.dita. That topic contains a paragraph 
that includes a reference to a key named module-
name:
<p>The <ph keyref="module-name"/> will 

give you years of satisfaction or your 

money back!</p>

Both widget.ditamap and gadget.ditamap 
include definitions of the module-name key. 
Widget.ditamap defines the key as “Widget”:
<keydef keys="module-name">

   <topicmeta>

      <keywords>

         <keyword>Widget</keyword>

      </keywords>

   </topicmeta>

</keydef>

and gadget.ditamap defines the key as “Gadget”:
<keydef keys="module-name">

   <topicmeta>

      <keywords>

         <keyword>Gadget</keyword>

      </keywords>

   </topicmeta>

</keydef>

When you generate output from the root map, 
your expectation is that the module-name key 
will resolve to “Widget” in the first instance 
of the get_started.dita topic and to “Gadget” 
in the second instance of the topic. That’s not 
what happens, however. The module-name key 
is resolved to “Widget” in both instances of the 
topic.
 In DITA 1.2, it was always the first 
definition of a key that prevailed throughout 
the entire root map. What exactly does “first 
definition” mean? It can mean different things 
in different contexts. The full explanation is too 
long to include here. If you want the details, 
refer to this article published by the OASIS 
DITA Technical Committee: http://dita.xml.
org/resource/dita-tcfaq-about-keys, which 
clarifies how a processor should determine which 
key definition is in use.
 This limitation of keys in DITA 1.2 was 
very frustrating for the DITA community 
because it placed the full power of keys 
tantalizingly just out of reach. In comes DITA 
1.3 scoped keys to save the day!

dita 1.3 sCoped keys
Scoped keys enable you to create multiple key 
spaces within a single root map and define the 
same key differently in each of those key spaces. 
A key space can be the entire root map, a sub-
map, a topichead or topicgroup, or even a single 
topicref.
 First, let’s look at our previous scenario, but 
now using scoped keys.
<map>

   <mapref href=“widget.ditamap” 

keyscope=“widget”/>

   <mapref href=“gadget.ditamap” 

keyscope=“gadget”/>

</map>
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The first thing you notice is the attribute keyscope on 
both maprefs. This attribute is new in DITA 1.3 and 
enables you to define a key space. In the example, the 
entire widget.ditamap is defined as key space “widget” 
and the entire gadget.ditamap is defined as the key 
space “gadget”.
 (There is no named key space defined on the 
root map. By definition, the root map always has 
an implicit key space; it's not necessary to explicitly 
declare the key space for the root map and doing 
so can create the potential for double or conflicting 
key space definitions. The best policy is simply never 
to define a key space on a map element and instead 
always define it on the map reference.)
 Returning to the example, we still have the 
module-name key defined in both widget.ditamap and 
gadget.ditamap. Both of those maps still reference 
the topic get_started.dita, which still includes the 
following paragraph:
<p>The <ph keyref="module-name"/> will give 

you years of satisfaction or your money 

back!</p>

You can think of a key space as a “fence.” We have 
created a fence around widget.ditamap and another 
one around gadget.ditamap. All keys defined within 
the widget fence keep their defined values only within 
the widget fence, and all keys defined within the 
gadget fence keep their defined values only within the 
gadget fence. In the example, the module-name key in 
the first instance of the get_started.dita topic, which 
occurs inside the widget fence (widget.ditamap), 
resolves to “Widget.” The module-name key in the 
second instance of the get_started.dita topic, which 
occurs inside the gadget fence (gadget.ditamap), 
resolves to “Gadget.” The result is exactly what we 
wanted but could not achieve in DITA 1.2.
 It’s not necessary to have separate maps to create 
multiple key spaces. As mentioned, a key space can 
be more granular—a topichead, topicgroup, or even a 
single topicref. Consider this example:
<map>

   <title>Training Courses</title>

   <topicgroup keyscope="widget">

      <topicref href="get_started.dita"/>

   </topicgroup>

   <topichead keyscope="gadget"navtitle="Us

ing the Gadget">

      <topicref href="get_started.dita"/>

   </topichead>

</map>

Instead of the two instances of get_started.dita 
occurring in separate sub-maps, one occurs in a 
topicgroup and another in a topichead. (Yes it’s a bit  
 

improbable, but it will do for the sake of a simple 
example!) In this case, the result is the same as in 
the first scenario—the module-name key in the 
first instance of the get_started.dita topic resolves 
to “Widget.” The module-name key in the second 
instance of the get_started.dita topic resolves to 
“Gadget.”
 Finally, look at the following example:
<map>

   <title>Training Courses</title>

   <topicref href="get_started.dita" keysco

pe="widget"product="widget">

      <keydef keys="module-name"/> (Widget)

   </topicref>

   <topicref href="get_started.dita" keysco

pe="gadget"product="gadget">

      <keydef keys="module-name"/> (Gadget)

   </topicref>

</map> 

Here, we have two topicrefs to the get_started.dita 
topic in a single map. Each topicref contains its own 
definition for the module-name key, and each topic is 
its own key space, meaning, again, that the module-
name key in the first instance of the get_started.dita 
topic resolves to “Widget” And the module-name key 
in the second instance of the get_started.dita topic 
resolves to “Gadget.”
 In these scenarios, it’s clear that the output 
processor must generate two copies of get_started.dita 
in order to resolve the key two different ways. This 
requirement is stated in the DITA 1.3 specification. 
The processor will likely name the copies based on 
its own algorithm (the specification does not outline 
requirements for this aspect of processing). If you 
need specific URIs for the copies, you can use the 
copy-to attribute to specify an appropriate URI for 
each reference to a topic.
 The takeaways at this point are that you can use 
the new keyscope attribute to define a key space, 
which is in effect a “fence” around a certain set of 
content within a map. A key defined within a key 
space can only be referenced by its (unqualified) key 
name from within that same key space. No other 
content set can use the key definitions found within 
the scoped content set unless explicitly directed to do 
so via another new mechanism, which we will look at 
in a moment.

parallel key spaCes vs. nested key spaCes
When understanding how scoped keys work, it’s 
important to make a distinction between parallel key 
spaces and nested key spaces. Parallel key spaces are 
those that don’t overlap—where one key space ends, 
another key space begins. The examples we have  
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looked at so far in this article all represent parallel 
key spaces (see Figure 1).

 

As you can see, the key spaces are completely 
sequential and separate. In parallel key spaces, the 
resolution of keys is intuitive because there is a 
clear boundary between them.
 On the other hand, the resolution of keys 
in nested key spaces is not as intuitive. Nested 
key spaces, as their name suggests, are key spaces 
which are defined within other key spaces. Figure 
2 shows an example of nested key spaces.

 

The “Keys3” key space is defined for a 
topicgroup, which is a child of a map for which 
the “Keys2” key space is defined, which is in 
turn a child of a map for which the “Keys1” key 
space is defined. Would you care to guess how 
the module-name key would be resolved in this 
map? If you guessed “Doodad” (based on the 
key definition with the closest proximity to the 
key usage), you’re wrong. The key is resolved as 
“Widget.”
 To understand why, keep in mind that with 
the introduction of scoped keys, it's necessary to 
retain complete backwards-compatibility with 
keys as they functioned in DITA 1.2. Again, in 
DITA 1.2, the "first" definition of a key within 
a root map was the one that held throughout the 

publication. Many documentation teams have 
a large body of content designed around this 
principle. It would be time-consuming to rework 
all that content to accommodate a different 
method of key resolution. The architectural 
complexity of managing nested or overlapping 
key spaces in heavy reuse situations would also be 
quite considerable.
 The main point to remember is that if the 
same key is defined at both a parent and child 
level, the parent definition always wins.
 As a side note, avoiding inadvertent nested 
key spaces is a very good reason not to define 
key spaces on root maps. You might never 
know when a map that’s the root map for one 
publication will be used as a sub-map in another 
publication.

sharing keys betWeen key spaCes
There are theoretically two approaches to sharing 
keys between key spaces. The first is to simply 
allow a key definition at a higher level to be 
"inherited" at a lower level as a fallback if no 
lower-level definition is present, as a safeguard 
against unresolved keys. Following is an example 
of that approach:
<map>

   <keydef keys="version"> (1.1)

   <mapref href="widget.ditamap" 

keyscope="widget"/>

      <keydef keys="module-name"> 

(Widget)

      <topicref href="get_started.

dita"/>

   <mapref href="gadget.ditamap" 

keyscope="gadget"/>

      <keydef keys="module-name"> 

(Gadget)

      <keydef keys="version"> (3.6)

      <topicref href="get_started.

dita"/> 

</map>

We have a key named version defined as “1.1” at 
the root map level and as “3.6” at the sub-map 
level. We also have the module-name key defined 
as “Widget” in the first sub-map and as “Gadget” 
in the second sub-map. Both sub-maps reference 
the get_started.dita topic which contains a 
paragraph that includes both keys:
<p>The <ph keyref="module-name"/> <ph 

keyref="version"/> will give you years 

of satisfaction or your money back!</p>
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 Our intention in adding the version key 
at the root map level was so that if it was not 
defined in a sub-map, the definition could “fall 
back” to the one at the root level so we won’t 
be left with an unresolved key. Following that 
intention, we expect the version to resolve to 
“1.1” in the first instance of get_started.dita (as a 
fallback) and to “3.6” in the second instance.
 Can you see why this approach will not 
work the way we intend? We come back to the 
principle “if the same key is defined at both 
a parent and child level, the parent definition 
always wins.” Based on that principle, the 
version key resolves to “1.1” in both instances of 
the topic. You can’t use a key across key spaces in 
a nested key space situation.
 There is, however, a “legit” way to use a key 
in a key space across key spaces in a parallel key 
space situation. Let’s look at the same map as in 
the previous example, but without the version 
key defined at the root map level:
<map>

   <mapref href="widget.ditamap" 

keyscope="widget"/>

      <keydef keys="module-name"> 

(Widget)

      <keydef keys="version"> (3.6)

      <topicref href="get_started.

dita"/>

   <mapref href="gadget.ditamap" 

keyscope="gadget"/>

      <keydef keys="module-name"> 

(Gadget)

      <topicref href="get_started.

dita"/> 

</map>

Again, the get_started.dita topic includes this 
paragraph:
<p>The <ph keyref="module-name"/> <ph 

keyref="version"/> will give you years 

of satisfaction or your money back!</p>

In this case, the version key will be unresolved 
in the second instance of the topic because the 
“gadget” key space does not define the version 
key. It will be resolved in the first instance of the 
topic because the “widget” key space does define 
the version key. Now, you could always define 
the version key in the gadget key space as well, 
but let’s say you don’t have access to the root 
map to add the key within the gadget.ditamap 

mapref, or you know that the value should be 
the same for both Widget and Gadget, and you 
don’t want to be redundant.
 In this case, because you have parallel key 
spaces, you can reuse the definition of the widget 
version key in the “widget” key space. To do so, 
you include the name of the key space in the 
keyref attribute:
<p>The <ph keyref="module-name"/> <ph 

keyref="widget.version"/> will give you 

years of satisfaction or your money 

back!</p>

Because the name of the key space, “widget,” is 
in the key reference, a compliant processor can 
locate that key space and within it, locate the 
referenced key. It’s analogous to including the 
path in a link to ensure the link can locate the 
referenced file.
 And, just as a file path can be relative or 
full, the path to a key space can also be relative 
or full. Consider this example:
<map>

   <mapref keyscope="widget">

      <topichead keyscope="gadget">

         <topicgroup keyscope="doodad">

            <keydef keys="trim"> (Pro)

         </topicgroup>

      </topichead>

   </mapref>

   <mapref>

      <topicref href="get-started.

dita"/>

   </mapref>

</map>

In this (yes, also improbable) example, the root 
map references two sub-maps. The "widget" key 
space is defined for the first sub-map. Within 
that map, a nested "gadget" key space is defined 
on the topichead and within the topichead, 
another nested key space, "doodad," is defined 
on the topicgroup. Within the "doodad" key 
space, the trim key is defined. Within the second 
sub-map, the topic get_started.dita includes a 
paragraph that references the trim key:
<p>The <keyword keyref="widget.gadget.

doodad.trim"/> line of tools offers the 

best value.</p>
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Notice that the full path to the “doodad” key 
space is included in the key reference. It is not 
enough to include “doodad.trim” as the keyref 
because the “doodad” key space is not at the 
highest level in the map; it is nested within other 
key spaces. You must start at the shared parent 
level and navigate down to the correct key space.

Cross-deliverable linking With 
sCoped keys
DITA content creators and Information 
Architects have long searched for a mechanism 
to reliably create links from one publication to 
another. For example, say a company uses two 
maps to create two independent help systems. 
There are numerous occasions when it makes 
sense to link from a topic in Help System One 
to a topic in Help System Two. Many groups 
have created home-grown solutions to this need, 
but there has been no out-of-the-box mechanism 
in DITA for it.
 Scoped keys introduces that mechanism. 
Take a look at this simple scenario:
<map>

   <title>Widget Online Help</title>

   <mapref href="gadget.ditamap" 

scope="peer" keyscope="gadget"/>

   <topicref href="get-started_widget.

dita"/>

</map>

The widget.ditamap is used to create a help 
system for the Widget product. It includes a 
number of topicref elements, including one 
to get-started_widget.dita. It also includes 
a reference to gadget.ditamap, which is the 
map used to create the help system for the 
Gadget module. Notice that gadget.ditamap is 
referenced as a peer map and that it defines a key 
space for itself, “gadget.”
 The gadget.ditamap also includes a number 
of topicref elements, as well as an integ-gadget 
key defined as the topic integrating-gadget.dita:
<map>

   <title>Gadget Online Help</title>

   <keydef keys="integ-gadget" 

href="integrating-gadget.dita"/>

</map>

The final piece of this example is the topic 
get-started-widget.dita. In this topic, we want 
to include a link to the integrating-gadget.dita 
topic, which we do by including a reference to 
the integ-gadget key:
<concept id="getstartwidget">

   <title>Getting started with the 

Widget</title>

   <conbody>

      <p>If you choose to <xref 

keyref="gadget.integ-gadget">integrate 

the Gadget module</xref>, many more 

options will be available to you.</p>

   </conbody>

</concept>

Because this key definition is available to 
integrating-gadget.dita by virtue of having been 
defined in gadget.ditamap, which in turn names 
the “gadget” keyspace, a processor can resolve 
the xref as <xref href="[some path]/integrating-
gadget.dita"/> and perhaps ultimately as an 
active hyperlink.
 We say “perhaps” because the DITA 1.3 
specification does not outline how a processor 
should implement the generation of cross-
deliverable links. Logically, a processor would 
create active links but that implementation 
is entirely up to the developers of the DITA 
Open Toolkit and other tools vendors. The 
DITA 1.3 specification merely outlines the basic 
mechanism for setting up the potential for cross-
deliverable linking.
 In summary, scoped keys in DITA 1.3 fill a 
need that has been present since keys were first 
introduced in DITA 1.2—they allow for a key 
to have more than one definition within a root 
map, thus greatly increasing the usability and 
flexibility of keys.
 This article is a brief overview of scoped 
keys. For a more in-depth look, refer to the 
OASIS Technical Committee’s DITA 1.3 Feature 
Article, Understanding Scoped Keys in DITA 
1.3 at https://www.oasis-open.org/committees/
download.php/56472/Understanding%20
Scoped%20Keys%20In%20DITA%201.3.pdf. 
The feature article offers additional examples 
and use cases and discusses some of the reuse 
implications for scoped keys. 
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Your team is missing deadlines. Customers are complaining about the content you 
produce. Costs of producing content seem to be escalating. Your writers are stressed out. 
You want to adopt new strategies and best practices, but you’re stuck in a rut and you can’t 
show the ROI. Clearly, it doesn’t take an organizational thermometer to see that all’s not as 
it should be—there’s something affecting the overall health of your organization. But what 
can you do to diagnose the issues, and more importantly, monitor them in the future so 
that you can take preventive actions before you face an epidemic of these proportions?

Managers seem to be ever on a quest for the right metrics to measure organizational well-
being and justify change. What are the key indicators of a healthy organization? What are 
the compelling statistics that grab management’s attention and inspire their support?

Just as importantly, how do we measure these things? Frequently, the things we know 
how to measure don’t tell us what we want to know, and the things we want to know, we 
can’t, or don’t know how to, measure. How do we gather the data we need without a lot of 
overhead? How do we address the fears of our team when they know?

CIDM invites you to our Winter 2016 Online Conference which will tackle these 
questions. Learn from your colleagues in the industry about what metrics they find most 
meaningful and useful when managing their projects and their departments. Gather hints 
and tips for how to best gather and interpret these metrics.

CIDM Online Conference— 
Measuring Anything
January 26-27, 2016
<https://forum.infomanagementcenter.com/>

Please visit our web site at www.infomanagementcenter.com for more information on these and other events.Cidm vendor members
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