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Getting ahead as a lone author
Professional achievements are hard to come by for lone authors. 
Kai Weber explains the reasons and presents best practices.

Life can be difficult for lone authors: they often 
try hard to deliver good documentation on time, 
but rarely get the recognition they deserve. Such 
a situation is common, but it is not inevitable. 
With a little focus and some management 
techniques, lone authors have a fair chance of 
improving their standing. 

First, I present some of the reasons why lone 
authors often feel stuck. Then I examine several 
ways how authors can find the time to work 
on improving their situation. In the last part, I 
present some best practices that show how lone 
authors can manage their work to make it more 
beneficial for their organisation and their own 
career.

This article is based on my presentation 
of the same title at the TCUK10 conference 
near Oxford in September 2010. There I learnt 
from participants that documentation in an 
agile environment is much less prone to the 
problems and solutions I describe. So what 
follows applies mainly to authors who work in 
waterfall process models.

Overcome benign neglect
A lone author is the sole technical 
communicator in the organisation. Such a 
person may be part of marketing, product 
management, development or an engineering 
team. There is usually no dedicated budget 
for tools, books or training. The work of the 
lone author is frequently forgotten or ignored 
in project plans and production schedules. In 
general, the situation is one of (more or less) 
benign neglect.

The reason for this neglect, and the lack 
of advancement, is that too much of the lone 
author’s job is unclear to management and 
colleagues:

How do you distinguish good documentation  �
from bad? (Can’t anybody write?)
How do you determine and measure the  �
benefits of good documentation, to customers 
and to the organisation?
How do you support the lone author in  �
creating and maintaining good documentation 
efficiently?

In my years as a lone author, I tried different 
ways of lobbying and evangelising, but I’ve had 
only limited success with explaining such things 
to managers and colleagues. What has worked 
is based on this advice: Run your job like a 
business – or at least more like a business. In 
a corporate environment, this mainly means 
to evaluate documentation processes and to 
improve them where you can. A lot of this 

has to do with clarifying expectations and 
accountability, of your own work and of those 
who collaborate with you.

But how do you begin?  Between benign 
neglect and poor planning, chances are that 
you have neither a mandate nor the time to 
reorganise documentation. 

Buy yourself time
First, carve some time out of your daily 
schedule, so that you can take a close look 
at how you work and make changes where 
necessary. However, I don’t think it’s worth 
putting in extra hours for this: overtime tends 
to weaken your position with your manager, 
strain your work/life balance and frustrate your 
loved ones. Since your initiative is ultimately 
in the organisation’s best interest, I think it’s 
reasonable to work on it as part of your regular 
hours.

When I started to look at my processes, I 
found I wasn‘t working efficiently. The reason 
was not that I was clueless or careless, but that 
my habitual processes and available tools were 
not geared towards it. There simply was no 
incentive, no focus on creating documentation 
efficiently.

Implement topic-based authoring
One of the most effective improvements you 
can make is to move to – or at least towards 
– topic-based authoring. With this method, 
you create and maintain documentation as a 
collection of stand-alone yet related topics.

True, to do topic-based authoring really 
efficiently, you need a dedicated tool. But 
even with your regular tool, such as a word 
processor, you can reap several benefits:

You can structure your documentation much  �
better as collections of chunked topics rather 
than as long documents, even if you order 
them into chapters and sub-chapters.
You can estimate efforts and report time  �
spent more clearly and precisely with smaller 
topics than with long documents.
You can decrease documentation and  �
localisation efforts by content reuse, which is 
much easier with stand-alone topics than by 
copying and pasting text.
You can update existing documents faster  �
thanks to the modular structure. Most 
updates will be limited to specific topics or 
groups of topics.
You can also better serve the needs of readers  �
who mainly consult documentation to solve 
a specific problem or get a certain answer. 
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Users can usually navigate collections of 
structured topics faster and find the required 
information sooner than in conventional 
documents.

Implementing topic-based authoring in your 
current environment even has a couple of 
advantages. You can learn the method first and 
gain some experience before you take on a new 
tool. And you can implement it incrementally, 
starting with just one document.

Many managers now realise that a new tool 
by itself, without improved processes, usually 
doesn’t make work more effective or more 
efficient. Consequentially, once you apply 
topic-based authoring with some experience 
and success, you’ll find it easier to justify the 
acquisition of a dedicated tool for further 
benefits.

Don’t test when you should be documenting
As a lone writer, you sometimes only get to 
write documentation as an afterthought in a 
project or a production process. The deadline 
looms, and you may have less time than you 
would wish after earlier project stages have 
been delayed. You finally get your hands on 
the product, start to explore it – and you find a 
dozen bugs and four inconsistencies in the user 
interface in the first hour…

In such a situation, you don’t get much 
documentation done, you are actually testing. 
And that’s fine: it is valuable and productive 
work, and maybe you even enjoy it as part of 
your job. But it’s important that your manager 
knows that you cannot start documenting while 
you’re still testing, and it’s essential for future 
planning to know how much time you spend on 
each task, testing and documenting. 

So depending on your skills and preference, 
either try not to get involved with testing at 
all and tell your manager that you cannot 
document untested and hence unfinished 
products, or register your time to account for 
the different tasks.

Learn to say ‘later’ and ‘no’ 
Many lone writers wear many hats, and they 
like it that way. Some may proofread reports 
and marketing material, some may spruce up 
presentations, some may translate. It’s that 
variety that often makes a lone writer’s job 
more interesting. But it has two drawbacks that 
you might want to avoid if you want to raise 
your profile and get ahead.

The first drawback is that you need to juggle 
very different deadlines. Often the interesting 
extra tasks are smaller, but on short notice. 
Collect a lot of them, and they start to interfere 
with your long-term deadlines and your 
larger documentation tasks. If you negotiate 
deadlines for the smaller tasks, with your 
manager or directly with whoever requests 
them, you demonstrate responsibility and that 

you take the task seriously and don’t want to 
do it ‘on the side’. Learn to say ‘later’.

The second drawback is that lone writers 
often get defined by what they do – and it 
hurts them, if they are known best for their 
smaller, more visible tasks. If you’re the 
proofreader-in-residence or the person who 
edits reports to make them ‘nice by noon’, ask 
yourself if that is what adds the most value to 
your life and to the organisation. If it’s not, try 
to get rid of such tasks or at least limit them. 
Ditch the dirt that defines you. Learn to say 
‘no’.

Control interruptions
General advice for productivity and time 
management often applies to lone authors as 
well. Controlling interruptions in your work 
day is one of them. It’s incredible how much 
time you lose if you attend to every issue 
immediately. The loss is in the time you spend 
getting back into what you were supposed to be 
doing in the first place.

An easy and effective way to control 
interruptions is to limit attending to e-mails 
to two or three time slots per day. Unless a 
deadline is looming, e-mails are usually just fine 
if you answer them, say, at 11 in the morning 
and 3 in the afternoon. What is really urgent is 
almost certainly bound to come in by phone or 
through the door.

Treat documentation as a business
Once you have carved out some time, analysed 
and improved your tasks and processes, you 
are ready to start treating your documentation 
(more) like a business. The idea behind this is 
two-fold:

Show your manager and colleagues the value  �
you and your documentation add.
Show managers that you can manage  �
documentation as a whole, beyond completing 
your tasks on time.

Make documentation an asset
Making documentation an asset for your 
organisation is a good objective. And it’s the 
opposite of what many organisations perceive, 
namely that documentation is a cost centre, a 
necessary evil: ‘Nobody reads it, but we have 
to have it anyway.’ The best way to overcome 
this common attitude is by emphasising the 
documentation’s benefit and its value for 
customers. You are probably already taking into 
account your audience as you write. Extend this 
attitude to other aspects of your work. What 
can you do to make your documentation more 
valuable for customers? Some suggestions:

Use topic-based authoring to better serve  �
users who look up pieces of information. 
Apply task-oriented documentation that’s  �
organised by user tasks and workflows 
instead of the user interface.
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Consider different deliverables, for  �
example video, even if you start out with a 
presentation of slides along with narration as 
Slideshare offers it. 
Issue different formats, for example a quick  �
start guide that complements a thick tome.

The guiding principle is not that documentation 
should serve the product. Customers have long 
been alienated by manuals that made them 
sigh: ‘Don’t tell me how it works, but how to 
use it.’ Documentation should instead serve 
your customers. It should make users look 
good and be more successful. Then you add 
maximum value to your product and prove your 
worth to your organisation. And you have more 
loyal customers who may even like using your 
product. To succeed, create clear, concise and 
useful documentation – and start managing 
your tasks and time.

Estimate documentation effort
Estimating documentation time and effort 
is really difficult at first, but it is essential! 
It is difficult because it’s new and depends 
on external factors outside your control. For 
estimates, you need good specifications and 
designs to plan before you write. You need to 
know which subject-matter experts are available 
while you write. And you need to know who 
will diligently review your work after you’ve 
written it.

Still, estimating is essential because it makes 
documentation transparent and accountable, 
to yourself and to others. It helps you to move 
from a vague gut feeling to a realistic plan. Your 
experience may already have told you that the 
next three months will be hell, but that alone 
won’t help you to change anything.

Your estimates, on the other hand, give you 
control over tasks and time. They give you and 
your manager a chance to actually manage 
your workload. For example, you might find 
that you have scheduled four months’ worth of 
work for the next quarter. You may not get the 
extra month, but you can expect your manager 
to decide where to change the deadline or the 
scope and quality of the documentation you 
will produce. Sharing the estimate with your 
manager and contributing colleagues makes it 
easier to share the responsibility for finishing 
in time.

But how do you estimate time and efforts? 
Here are a few guidelines to get you started:

Estimate by topic. Yes, they vary by length  �
and time required to create them, but you’ll 
find that maybe 80% of them take an average 
amount of time. Use that and estimate the 
remaining 20% individually.
Don’t try to be too precise: You can probably  �
get within a 10% margin fairly quickly and in 
most cases, that will be good enough. Don’t 
spend more than half a day estimating the 
work of less than two months,

Look at past efforts to refine your estimates  �
and averages over time.
Trust your experience. �

Plan documentation properly
Your estimates won’t be fully effective unless 
they are part of the bigger picture. You need 
to get them into the production schedule or 
the project plan. This is tricky for two reasons. 
You’re asking the project manager to insert 
a definite stage which was maybe missing or 
vague so far. Worse yet, you may have to make 
demands on other people’s time to answer your 
questions and to perform reviews. Your mission 
won’t endear you to the project manager, but 
it gives you an excellent chance to hone your 
diplomatic skills. Try this:

Get into the plan as early as possible: it is  �
much easier than being a late addition.
Argue in terms of the common goal of  �
delivering the best possible product in time.
Ask the project manager to resolve scheduling  �
issues with your manager.

Embrace reporting and metrics
Metrics can be similarly painful at first as 
estimates, but they are just as essential. Once 
you’ve got your estimates into the plan, you 
need to keep track of the time you spent. 
Otherwise, you won’t know how successful your 
estimates have been and whether you need to 
adjust them. There’s one thing that’s worse 
about the metrics, though: if you don’t do them, 
chances are somebody else will, often in the 
attempt to cut costs.

Actually reporting your time is rather 
straightforward and just requires a little 
diligence. The painful aspect is seeing your 
work measured and judged that way. But 
as DeMarco (1986:3), software engineer and 
structured analysis guru, put it: ‘You can’t 
control what you can’t measure.’ So it is 
important to find useful and appropriate 
metrics.

Do yourself and your customers a favour: 
avoid seductive metrics. Those are figures that 
may be easy to measure, but have nothing to 
do with good and helpful documentation. They 
fail because such metrics are a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Seductive metrics measure output, 
but they corrupt the process. Consider these 
examples:

If you measure productivity in ‘pages per day’,  �
you’ll get a lot of documentation and maybe 
even redundant contents to maintain, which 
is really difficult. Moreover, your readers will 
fear they’ll never be able to find anything.
If you measure quality in ‘errors per page’,  �
you’ll get virtually error-free documentation 
that’s bound to be bland and full of images or 
screenshots. Your readers will probably miss 
distinct recommendations and contextual 
information.
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Instead, measure the quality of your output in 
documentation user analysis and surveys, and 
select metrics that help you and your manager 
to improve processes and to increase efficiency:

Measure the documentation effort per  �
product or module as a percentage of the 
complete production effort. Aim to keep 
that ratio low and stable. Cases with a higher 
ratio might show inefficiencies that you 
can address, such as poor or out-of-date 
specifications or unexpected testing efforts.
Measure the ratio of customer service efforts  �
that could be avoided if only customers RTFM 
(read the fine manual). Aim to decrease that 
ratio. Ask customer service representatives 
for specific issues that you can put into the 
documentation, or that you need to make 
easier to find and use.
Measure savings by topic reuse. This is most  �
easily done in translation efforts where 
similar, redundant topics are often translated 
again, while reused topics require no or 
minimal translation.

In a nutshell, the essence of treating your 
documentation (more) like a business is that 
you set clear expectations, for yourself, your 
manager and your colleagues. Offer them 
reasonable and fair processes: install estimates, 
schedule your documentation and report on 
your performance and theirs. Then your 
managers and colleagues can see that you 
deserve respect for delivering documentation, 

but also for managing your contribution and 
theirs to the benefit of the organisation. C
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