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Scenarios for successful single-sourcing 

 Variations on a product (Lite, Pro, Plus) 
 
 Different target audience types 

 
 Different countries or locations 

 
 Platform variations 



Same content to multiple media 

 Is it enough to re-organise and re-style 
content chunks for different media? 
 
 Do we, in fact, need a fundamentally 

different approach for each medium? 



Tips for successful information re-use 

 Don’t measure success by the amount 
of re-use 
 Focus on your primary output type 
 Use context-agnostic writing 

techniques 
 Only re-use self-contained chunks of 

information 
 Using conditions: keep it simple! 



Features that enable information re-use 

 Database (CMS, Author-it, and others) 
 Snippets and Variables 

(RoboHelp, Flare, Help & Manual, and 
others) 
 conref  attribute (DITA) 
 keydef  element (DITA) 



Snippets vs. Variables 

Snippet Variable 
Chunk of formatted 
content 
(text, image, table) 

Text string 

Long or short Short 
Saved as a separate self-
contained file 
 

Stored within a variables 
file with other variables 
 

Typically fixed Can be redefined for 
specific outputs 



Single-sourcing vs. information re-use 

Goal: 
Multiple deliverables with common 
content 

 
 Option 1: Single project 
• Use conditions for variations 

 
 Option 2: Multiple projects 
• Use Snippets (stored in external 

repository) for common content 
 



Linking vs. including 

 How essential is the information? 
 
 Are you targeting novices or experts? 

 
 Guard against overloading the user 

 
 Consider using DHTML to make 

Snippet content optional 



Example 



Example 



The issue of narrative flow 

“For whatever minimum amount of 
content that reader needs in order to get 
back to their task, they will get to their 
task faster if there is good narrative flow 
within that content.” 

[Mark Baker] 
 



Content re-use and granularity 

 “Technical documentation is something 
else that’s far more structured than 
other kinds of writing. There are 
sections and subsections and tables 
and lists of tasks, etc. Each of these 
things brings with it some kinds of 
content boundaries that encapsulate it, 
and allow it to stand on its own, and 
thus be managed somewhere else and 
then reused.” 

[Deane Barker] 
 



Localization perspective 

 Not an issue for: 
• Paragraph-level snippets 
• Variables containing names and 

numbers 
 
 To be avoided: 
• Snippets and variables comprising 

verbs, phrases, and parts of 
sentences 



Summary 

 Advantages of information re-use: 
• Reduced maintenance time and 

effort 
• Consistency 

 Excessive re-use can be self-defeating 
 Select your re-use strategy based on 

degree of commonality between 
deliverables 
 Take account of the impact (positive 

and/or negative) on localization 
 
 



Gift for TCUK 2014 attendees 

 Free download of all slides from  
UA Europe 2014 in Kraków 
 
Go to: 
 
uaconference.eu/TCUK 
 
…and enter your contact details to 
receive username and password 



Matthew Ellison 

Questions? 

matthew@uaeurope.com 
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