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Oblivious Organizations and Content Management: 
Not Yet Ready for Prime Time

JoAnn Hackos, PhD, CIDM Director

Gert Kindergarten, marketing director at Hyperactive Soft-
ware, has just returned from the KMWorld conference. He 
attended two sessions espousing the advantages of moving doc-
uments into a content-management system and using XML 
markup to enable reuse1 and repurposing2. He announces to 
his staff that the company needs to “get into” content manage-
ment right away for all its marketing and customer documents, 
especially the product manuals. His senior writer suggests call-
ing in a consulting team to help. 

At the first meeting with Gert and members of the mar-
keting team, Dr. Q asks

♦ Who creates the marketing and customer documents 
today? 

♦ What process is used to create, review, approve, and pub-
lish these documents? 

Gert and Georgina, the lone technical writer, explain that 
many people in the company create the documents. Three 
research and development (R&D) teams write their own prod-
uct specifications and a few of the engineers and programmers 
put together the user manuals for the products. The field 
installation and maintenance team in customer support creates 
install guides and maintenance manuals that go to some cus-
tomers. Customer services, the phone team, develops FAQs for 
the company's Web site and creates ad-hoc documents that 
they send to customers in response to queries. 

In brief, documents are created everywhere by everyone. 
They each develop the documents any way they like, with no 
common look and feel. Company officials have vehemently 
opposed hiring technical communicators for the R&D teams. 
They feel that the engineers know the products best and should 
be able to write about them. Marketing materials are created 
independently by many different marketing staff and even by 
executives who regularly post announcements to the company 
intranet and Internet sites. 

When it comes to publishing the final versions in print 
and on CD-ROM, once again, staff members use a wide variety 
of processes, each developed and implemented independently. 
They use several different printers and generally burn their own 

CDs and ship them to the fulfillment house to be included 
with the product CDs. 

In the Information Process Maturity Model (IPMM), 
Hyperactive Software is a Level 0: Oblivious. In an oblivious 
organization, management does not yet recognize the need for 
standard publications. We generally don't learn about oblivious 
organizations, however, until they hire their first technical 
writer. That writer has the inaugural view of the mess the docu-
ments are in and is often charged with trying to do something 
about it. 

Despite the marketing director's interest in content man-
agement, Hyperactive Software is not yet ready for prime time. 
They need first to pursue several important and potentially dif-
ficult steps toward standardization before content management 
makes sense. 

♦ Review who creates documents and what documents they 
are creating (an inventory of existing materials). 

♦ Understand the processes being used throughout each 
document-development life cycle. 

♦ Query customers, both internal and external, about the 
successes and failures of the current documentation set. 

♦ Create a standard set of documents related to the products 
being delivered and the users' needs for information. For 
example, you might have installation, standard, and end-
user standard documents. 

♦ Adopt a standard document design that takes into account 
relevant differences among the standard document types. 

♦ Create a template for each document type with common 
style names across the template set. 

♦ Train staff members on using the standard. 

♦ Institute a quality check process (run by the lone technical 
writer) to ensure that the outgoing documents follow the 
standard design and template. 

Rest assured, these steps will not be easy to pursue. Dealing 
with an essentially ad-hoc organization is always difficult. In an 
oblivious organization (not yet ad-hoc), people don't see the 
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point of standardization. They value their independence in cre-
ating anything they want, rather than the need to deliver a 
common look and feel in the documents going to customers. 
Impressing everyone about the need for standardization is espe-
cially difficult when no experienced technical communicators 
are part of the picture. Amateur writers often have no interest 
in standards or patience with process. Because document devel-
opment is not part of their regular job description, it's low on 
their personal priority lists. 

Even if you are working with experienced technical com-
municators (more on Level 1: Ad-hoc organizations in the next 
installment of the e-newsletter), you are likely to encounter 
resistance from staff who have long been independent. We all 
know, of course, that even under the best of circumstances, 
communicators find it difficult to compromise on style prefer-
ences. Everyone thinks his or her way is best. 

Quite clearly, an oblivious organization is not ready for 
content management. We find that if they invest in a content-
management system, they will use it as an expensive file server 
with version control. Version control alone provides little calcu-
lable return on investment. The only path available to an obliv-
ious organization wanting to take advantage of content 
management and reuse is through standardization. 

Perhaps the best means of achieving some success is to 
ensure the support of a champion in senior management. 

Georgina might be able to persuade Gert to become such a 
champion, but his position in marketing will likely preclude 
influence over R&D. Georgina needs to find a champion 
among the executives high enough in the company to influence 
all or most of the teams, such as R&D, services, and support. 

Champions among senior management are most likely to 
emerge in response to customer pain. Customers unhappy with 
the current confused state of affairs are bound to be vocal about 
their problems. Georgina needs to ferret out the complaints 
and bring them to the attention of the right people. Gert in 
marketing may be that person, at least as a starting point. 

Oblivious organizations are on the slow path toward con-
tent-management solutions. I've found that it often takes two 
years to move an organization one level in the IPMM. Geor-
gina has her work cut out for her; she'll need plenty of stamina 
to survive two years of oblivion. Fortunately, just hiring her is a 
step in the direction of Level 1.

Reprinted with permission
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Oblivious Organizations are Alive and Well
Ad-Hoc Organizations and Content Management
JoAnn Hackos, PhD,CIDM Director

Oblivious Organizations are Alive and Well
In response to my December e-newsletter article on oblivious 
(Level 0) organizations, I received two interesting accounts that 
are included in this issue (see the Responses to Oblivious Orga-
nizations). Both writers found themselves to be the first com-
municators in otherwise oblivious organizations. Both 
struggled to communicate the need for an organized structure 
in their work to their managers and colleagues. 

This month, we turn to Level 1 of the Information Process 
Maturity Model (IPMM): the Ad-hoc organization. 

Independence Rules in Ad-Hoc Organizations
Dr. Q, the leader of our content-management consulting team, 
has been asked to work with Checko Systems, a huge manufac-
turing company with a wide range of products. When it was a 
fledgling start-up, Checko had a central technical publications 
organization. 

Today, however, Checko has a number of autonomous 
documentation departments, each associated with a set of 
products. All that is left of the original central organization is a 
production unit. Dolores Jones, production head, is very inter-
ested in developing a content-management system to deliver 
documents to the company Web site and release them on CD-
ROM. She needs the cooperation of all the other departments, 
some co-located and others distributed around the world at 
company plants. Some of these documentation departments 
were once part of the central group; others have had little or no 
contact with Dolores. 

Dr. Q's initial investigation centers on structure standards:

♦ How similar or different are the documents created by the 
diverse, autonomous departments? 

♦ If they are different in their information structures, do 
they share common desktop-publishing templates? 

♦ Are common processes in place among the departments? 
Are the staff willing or able to cooperate? 

After several meetings with documentation department leaders 
and Dolores Jones's team, Dr. Q concludes that she is dealing 
with a Level 1: Ad-hoc organization. Processes, information 
structures, and even templates differ markedly from group to 
group. Although all the documents are delivered to customers 
on a single CD-ROM, simple searches reveal that each docu-
ment opened is a complete surprise. Terminology is not stan-
dard; tables of contents for similar products are different; the 
users cannot easily tell which product or release they are read-
ing about when they use full-text search. 

From the 30,000-foot view, a Level 1 in process maturity 
appears much like Level 0. The difference in a Level 1 organi-

zation, professional technical writers are, for the most part, 
responsible for document development. Some Level 1 organi-
zations, like Checko, have department leadership handled by 
experienced communicators. Other Level 1 organizations, 
closer to Level 0, depend upon technical managers to supervise 
communicators. Still others have a mixed approach. 

With so many diverse approaches to document design and 
information structure, Checko is not ready for corporate con-
tent management. Individual departments are too small to jus-
tify an investment in a formal content-management system 
(CMS). To justify a CMS, the departments will have to pool 
their resources, creating a unified approach to information 
development. 

Preparing a Level 1 Organization for Content 
Management
For Checko to move into content-management, they may con-
sider several possible strategies: 

♦ Individual departments or even individual communicators 
may pursue single-sourcing solutions independently using 
their existing tools and templates. Their solutions, how-
ever, will be limited to the subject areas covered in their 
departments. 

♦ The central production unit may continue to repurpose 
existing documents to PDF for electronic delivery with no 
changes. However, without agreement on a corporate-wide 
information design and the development of standard tem-
plates, customers will continue to be frustrated by incon-
sistency in the documents they receive. 

♦ To achieve consistency, individual departments must form 
a coalition to develop information-design standards and 
implement common tools and templates for all the docu-
ments produced throughout the company. 

♦ Once standards are in place, individual departments will 
need to train staff members to use the standards effectively. 

♦ Standards in document design must be accompanied by 
developing unified processes. The same processes must be 
used in each sub-organization to develop documents so 
that documents are consistent, not only at the level of for-
matting but of content and style. For information to be 
shared in the future among different product areas, the 
level of detail and coverage, as well as the writing styles, 
must be the same. 

In short, Checko must move from a Level 1 to a Level 2 in the 
IPMM by implementing rudimentary standards in three areas: 
process management, information design, and technology. 
ARTICLE REPRINT 3
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Making Content-Management Decisions
Level 2: Rudimentary describes the state that occurs when an 
organization begins to establish uniform practices and consis-
tent designs. At Level 1, in which uniformity does not exist, 
creating a comprehensive and unified content-management 
solution is not possible. Unless the individual departments are 
large and rich enough to support independent CMSs, the best 
they can achieve is limited repurposing and single sourcing. 

Making Content-Management Decisions
Level 1 organizations have much work to do before they can 
move to more sophisticated content-management solutions. 
However, individual departments or writers may easily achieve 
some degree of systematic reuse without a corporate-wide ini-
tiative or even a department-wide initiative. 

Individual communicators, working independently, often 
decide on their own to repurpose or single source their content. 
Repurposing refers to the process of delivering the same con-
tent in multiple media. For example, a writer may create con-
tent as a book and deliver that same content electronically 
using PDF, HTML, or a help system (HTML Help, WinHelp, 
JavaHelp, and others). Typically, the writer uses a conversion 
tool to develop the multiple output formats necessary. We have 
seen individual writers, working closely with a product-devel-
opment team, create Help systems and PDF or HTML ver-
sions of their documents for delivery with the product. 

In single sourcing, the writer selects different content for 
different media, typically a subset of the content developed for 
the printed books. Again, conversion tools may help label and 
select content for different outputs. For example, the writer 
may use a subset of book content in a help system by append-
ing conditional labels to the print version of the document. 
Some help-development systems allow conditional formatting 
during the conversion process; sophisticated desktop publish-
ing tools like Adobe FrameMaker allow for conditional labels 
to be included in the original documents. 

In the same way, individual departments may use desktop-
publishing or help-development tools to support repurposing 
or single sourcing the content they produce, without regard to 
the rest of the publications developed by the organization. 

Individual Initiative in Level 1 Organizations
In observing many Level 1 organizations, we have always noted 
the strength of individual initiatives that foster innovative 
approaches to delivering content. But it is this individual 
behavior that limits Level 1 organizations to ad-hoc approaches 
that succeed only when they are limited in scale. For an organi-
zation to work toward a uniform, standardized solution involv-
ing more than a handful of people, staff members will 
necessarily have to work together. Ad-hoc organizations, by 
definition, do not have the degree of collaboration or cohesive-
ness necessary. 

Once staff members in a Level 1 organization decide that 
they will benefit by working together and agreeing on stan-

dards in process, design, and technology, they are already on 
their way to becoming a Level 2. 

Centralizing Production
Level 1: Ad-hoc organizations often begin to standardize by 
developing a central production team that is responsible for 
final deliverables. Typically, such centralization occurs when it 
becomes cost-effective for an organization to publish technical 
documents jointly. The organization decides to issue a single 
CD-ROM with all their documents or place the documents on 
a joint Web site. 

Typically, the work of a central production team is repur-
posing. They take the documents produced by the writers in 
different parts of the corporation and issue them as a unit. 
Costs are saved because only a few people are responsible for 
production activities (producing PDFs, creating CD-ROMs, 
posting to a Web site) rather than everyone working indepen-
dently or in departmental groupings. 

With a central production team, an organization may con-
sider implementing content management for Web delivery 
(Web content-management systems automate the deployment 
of content to a Web site, often cutting final production time 
from weeks to hours or minutes). An organization may even 
consider converting existing documents to XML to avoid the 
tweaking often required with proprietary authoring systems. 
Or, an organization may move document development into 
SGML or XML to avoid the conversion process. 

In such cases, I have observed the format of the original 
desktop published documents is maintained. The popular 
DOCBook DTD provides a cost-effective means to author in a 
non-proprietary language without making any changes to exist-
ing book structures. 

However, smoothing the production process, automating 
many activities, and using non-proprietary tools results in sig-
nificant returns on investment. By reducing production costs 
and time, documents are not only less expensive and less time 
consuming to produce but more time is left before production 
to ensure accurate content. 

Beyond Repurposing
Level 1 organizations are not yet ready for content manage-
ment. They need to establish uniform processes, information 
designs, and templates before they can successfully manage 
content in a comprehensive manner. Simple repurposing of 
identical documents into multiple deliverables provides an ini-
tial solution but offers little opportunity to increase efficiency 
or provide more flexible deliverables to customers. Simple sin-
gle sourcing, in which elements of content are conditionalized 
for multiple outputs, can be effective on a small scale but 
becomes difficult to manage as the number of conditions grows 
and multiple conditions must be applied to portions of the 
same text. Without the means to store content modules and 
assemble them to produce unique deliverables, a Level 1 orga-
nization will achieve limited success. 
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Beyond Repurposing
To manage content for reuse in multiple contexts requires 
a modular rather than a document approach to information 
design. To manage content that can be reused in multiple deliv-
erables requires a comprehensive information model, one that 
identifies the categories of content beyond the document level. 
In the next installment of this series, I discuss the organiza-
tional requirements behind a successful content-management 
solution that provides continuing opportunities for growth.

Reprinted with permission
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Independence Rules in Ad-Hoc Organizations
Heading toward Maturity, Level 2: Rudimentary 
Organizations

JoAnn Hackos, PhD,CIDM Director

Independence Rules in Ad-Hoc Organizations
Dr. Q, the leader of our content-management consulting team, 
has been working for several months with Checko Systems, a 
huge manufacturing company with a wide range of products. 
Checko is determined to reorganize its documentation staff 
into a more coordinated group to take advantage of the cost 
savings and benefits of content management. 

Checko still has a number of autonomous documentation 
departments, but they are rapidly restructuring them back into 
a central organization. They have management support for the 
change, but they expect it to take two to three years to com-
plete. Right now, however, two of the largest departments have 
joined forces. 

Taking Dr. Q's advice, the new Checko central documen-
tation team is working on its Information Model. They are 

♦ beginning a preliminary user study to discover what cus-
tomers think about the documentation and how they use 
it 

♦ working to define standard information types, such as pro-
cedures, concepts, and reference materials, that all the 
writers will be able to use 

♦ deciding which information types are appropriate for each 
user duty and set of tasks 

Now, just because Checko has a plan to move to Level 3 of pro-
cess maturity doesn't mean it's going to be easy. In fact, the 
level of complaining has already gone up significantly. The staff 
members don't necessarily agree on which information types 
are needed or how they should be defined. They don't have 
much information about their users and don't know how to 
begin their user study. 

Level 2 organizations are on a journey from Level 1 to 
Level 3. As a result, they are in a very uncomfortable position 
with a lot of changes to make. The more changes, the more 
instability that staff members will have to deal with. 

Preparing a Level 2 Organization for Content 
Management
For Checko to move into content management as a Level 2 
organization, they have decided on a centralization strategy: 

♦ To achieve consistency, individual departments merge to 
form a centralized organization with links to other inde-
pendent publications groups within the company. 

♦ The new, merged group begins to develop information-
design standards and implement common tools and tem-

plates for all the documents produced throughout the 
company. 

♦ The merged group will provide training on the new stan-
dards and tools for their own staff and the staff of the 
remaining independent departments. 

♦ They will also begin to develop a set of processes to govern 
their activities that can be tested and then passed on to 
others. 

Level 2: Rudimentary describes the state that occurs when an 
organization begins to establish uniform practices and consis-
tent designs. As a Level 2 organization consolidates and unifies, 
it becomes increasingly ready to implement a content-manage-
ment solution. It is important to point out, however, that the 
changes recommended here take time and concerted effort. If 
the company as a whole is unstable or the publications organi-
zations encounter resistance, the process will be slowed and 
may be derailed. 

Level 2 organizations, we find, are particularly unstable. 
There is great pressure to slip back into the ad-hoc world. But 
even if you don't achieve full Level 3 maturity at first, by expe-
riencing what it will take to manage the change, the next effort 
should go more smoothly. 

Making Content-Management Decisions
Level 2 organizations are actually doing the work needed to 
prepare for content management and are beginning to institute 
content-management related activities. 

As the staff members work through aspects of their Infor-
mation Model, they should identify a potential pilot project to 
institute the new design ideas. 

The pilot project is characteristic of all content-manage-
ment planning, but it is particularly important for Level 2 
organizations because they are not used to working collabora-
tively. 

The pilot project must be a collaborative effort, involving 
representatives of the primary stakeholders in the content-man-
agement project. Stakeholders may include training and techni-
cal support, as well as possible customer representatives. If 
information is to change for the better and be brought under 
control, the potential internal users of that information should 
be involved in the redesign. 

It is not necessary to take a modular approach to content 
development to institute content management, but a modular 
approach is necessary to take full advantage of reuse and repur-
posing goals. Without modules in place, writers will continue 
to develop entire documents on their own, in their writing flow 
6 THE CENTER FOR INFORMATION-DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT
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Centralizing Production
and context, which will make reuse difficult. By developing 
modules and standardizing the design of the modules with 
information types, writers can develop content that is meant 
for reuse. New documents can be created out of modules that 
work effectively together because they are designed with the 
same standards in place. 

Level 2 organizations are building a path to comprehen-
sive, development-level content management and reuse, rather 
than simple repurposing of text into variations. 

Centralizing Production
In a Level 1 organization, production teams generally concen-
trate on delivering books or PDFs of books to customers in 
print and electronically. As the Level 2 organization moves 
toward a more modular approach to information design, the 
production team will have to rethink its processes as well. 

Modular content is, almost by definition, more difficult to 
control than whole books. Smaller chunks of content need to 
be correctly assembled into appropriate contexts either for 
delivery as books or into the networked relationships of a Web 
site. I believe that production teams have a considerable chal-
lenge in organizing how they will deliver content, both as static 
content organized into deliverables during production and as 
dynamic content that is updated on a regular basis. 

Production teams will often find themselves moving 
quickly into technology to support Web content management 
and portals if they become serious about dynamic delivery. 
Maintaining dynamic delivery in the future is virtually impossi-
ble without technology support. 

However, at Level 2, the production team is engaged in 
planning, not yet implementation. The content is not ready for 
full deployment through virtual assembly methods. The writers 
are just beginning their Information Model and considering a 
pilot project. The production team needs to be part of the 
deliberations and recognize how the changes in document 
development will impact their delivery methods. 

It's not too early to start planning, even if the planning 
will take a year or so before you are ready to implement. 

Another consideration to take into account it may be 
advantageous to implement a Web content-management deliv-
ery technology to handle your whole documents in PDF or 
HTML form before you move to a more modular approach. 
Automating document assembly and delivery may result in sig-
nificant time and cost savings and may be implemented earlier. 

Beyond Repurposing
Level 2 organizations are not yet ready for content manage-
ment. They are proceeding in the right direction by establish-
ing uniform processes, information designs, and templates 
before they can successfully manage content in a comprehen-
sive manner. You may already have simple repurposing of iden-
tical documents into multiple deliverables in place. You may 

also be using conditional text to send portions of documents 
on different delivery paths. 

The goal in Level 2 should be focused on restructuring 
documents and processes, not on immediate solutions. The 
solutions will come in Level 3. Nevertheless, the path is now 
being set that will enable successful content management.

A word of warning... We know of several organizations 
that decided to create modular content by splitting apart exist-
ing documents and then hoping to make sense of the chunks 
later. Don’t try that; you’ll regret it later. At least one organiza-
tion we’ve worked with found that rethinking the chunks took 
more time than creating new modules would have 

Modular writing is not about new formats. It is actually a 
different way of thinking about content. Splitting existing doc-
uments into pieces accomplishes almost nothing on the path to 
modular design and may actually hinder putting good informa-
tion into the repository. Just think of all the unnecessary, inter-
connected content that you'll have to find and throw out or 
rewrite. Do the rethinking first and the modular construction 
later. 

Timing the Effort
Generally, we have found that for large organizations of 20 or 
so members, the effort of moving from Level 1 to Level 3 takes 
at least two years. Some staff make the mental transition 
quickly, others wait to see what happens, and the laggards never 
change but spend a lot of time criticizing everyone else. You 
also have to convince other parts of the company that you are 
focused on change. 

Making the changes to your information design is often 
your own affair in technical publications. However, you may 
also have to convince product managers and engineering direc-
tors that the information across products needs to become stan-
dardized. That convincing will take time. 

And it will take a vision. Many organizations find that cost 
savings are the only motivation for change, while others are 
convinced only if the change can be directly linked to overall 
customer satisfaction. Develop a comprehensive vision. Clearly 
define where costs will be saved, most commonly in translation 
or production where time-to-market can be decreased, and 
how the information redesign and delivery method will address 
current customer issues. Deliver this message and sell your 
vision as often as possible to anyone who could negatively 
affect the outcome of your project.

Reprinted with permission
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Settling on Mature Processes
Process Maturity Found: Level 3: Organized and 
Repeatable

JoAnn Hackos, PhD,CIDM Director

Settling on Mature Processes
We've been following Dr. Q as she works with information-
development managers building more mature organizations. 
Checko Software, at level 2, was making considerable progress 
toward restructuring. Sonoita Technologies spent 3 years work-
ing out effective processes and practices. It was quite a struggle 
at times, particularly when Don Blue, publications manager, 
faced a potential revolt from some of the writers who preferred 
working on their own. In a few cases (a very few, fortunately), 
the staff members decided to move on. 

Since the first of the year, Don has felt his staff has “made 
it.” 

♦ They completed their first comprehensive user study. They 
discovered, to everyone's surprise, that the first-level tech-
nicians at their telecom customers were not given the doc-
umentation from Sonoita. Instead, they received on-the-
job training and a field notebook of the procedures they 
needed to follow. 

♦ They had succeeded in developing common standards 
with their sister organization on the east coast. Agreeing 
on standards had been difficult because both groups 
thought their way of doing things was best. Finally, they 
were able to reach a compromise that seemed the best of 
both. 

♦ The new process standard was still proving to be a chal-
lenge. Too many staff writers still felt it was easier to dive 
into a new project rather than developing a content plan 
and estimating project hours. The project management 
training planned for next month should at least ensure 
that everyone was using the same vocabulary for the plan-
ning activities. 

Despite the clear progress they had made, Don was alert to the 
possibility of backsliding. Until they all had experience living 
in a more mature business environment, they would struggle 
with change. Don hoped that his recent promotion to Director 
of Technical Publications signaled senior management's sup-
port for their efforts. 

Leading a Level 3 Organization Toward a 
Content-Management Solution
A small team representing both of Sonoita's technical publica-
tions teams (east and west coast) has begun to investigate con-
tent management. Linda Rubioto had attended the Content 
Management Strategies conference in 2003 and was excited 
about everything she'd learned. She had assembled a team 

interested in knowing more and leading a possible implementa-
tion project. The team members are working on several issues: 

♦ understanding the requirements of their customers for spe-
cific content, especially the planning and surveillance engi-
neers they had interviewed and observed during the site 
studies 

♦ relating the customer needs for information to a set of 
clearly defined information types 

♦ standardizing the information types so that they contained 
a standard set of content units 

Once they had defined the information types and related them 
to customer needs, they would have the rudiments of their 
Information Model. 

Don has invited Dr. Q to assist with their content-man-
agement planning. Dr. Q decides to host a stakeholders meet-
ing. They have invited representatives of other departments, 
including 

♦ Training 

♦ Customer Support 

♦ Marketing and Communications 

♦ Contracts and Proposals 

Each of the stakeholders may prove to be interested in joining 
the content-management initiative and supporting the invest-
ment in hardware and software. Without their contributions, 
technical publications would not be able to support the full 
cost. If other departments participate in the analysis, they will 
each strengthen the business case needed to obtain approval 
and funding from the Sonoita board of directors. 

Dr. Q encourages the stakeholders to create a vision of 
how they could work together to develop modules of informa-
tion and contribute them to the customers. They envision what 
the new information-development environment would look 
like if they are successful in reaching their goals. 

Building a Business Case
Linda's team takes responsibility for building the business case. 
They need to develop evidence of the business goals that will be 
supported by content management. They must also analyze the 
benefits to the company and its customers and balance the ben-
efits against the costs of the system and its implementation. Dr. 
Q points out that costs will include 

♦ software licenses for a database and the content-manage-
ment system 
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Starting Small
♦ hardware in the form of servers and other infrastructure to 
support the implementation 

♦ system integration to make all the pieces of software work 
together and to build those custom pieces not available 
out-of-the-box 

♦ training for the staff in new authoring tools, as well as the 
repository 

♦ additional staff to support the content-management sys-
tem 

♦ development of a comprehensive information model 

♦ scheduling of activities and monitoring progress 

Don recognizes that the project is not going to happen over 
night. He wants to plan on 12 to 18 months for the planning 
and implementation. He has the regular work of the depart-
ment to manage at the same time, but with the help of Dr. Q 
and her staff, they are able to plan a reasonable level of involve-
ment for the team. 

Starting Small
Don and Linda both recognize the importance of starting small 
with a well-defined pilot project. They'll need to keep all the 
stakeholders at bay for a while once the pilot begins. Bringing 
in all of the other departments will make the initial project far 
too complex to succeed. 

They know that many changes in organization and process 
are ahead. It isn't enough to buy a product; an organization has 
to make changes in the way it handles its work. For the first 
project, they should start with a small set of previously well-
structured information and work through the entire process. 
Developing baseline measurements will also be important for 
them so that they have specific points of comparison with the 
new system in place.
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Process Maturity Found, Level 4: Managed and 
Sustainable

JoAnn Hackos, PhD,CIDM Director

Feeling Comfortable with Mature Processes
ODS continues to surprise Dr. Q. She's being following their 
progress for several years, ever since the software engineering 
area of the company earned a Level 4 in process maturity from 
the Software Engineering Institute (SEI). Implementing Level 
4 processes had enabled ODS to turn things around from a 
money-losing to a money-making company. The careful appli-
cation of systems thinking helped ODS management recognize 
that they needed to abandon some parts of their older technol-
ogy and focus on customer-driven changes to their new prod-
ucts. 

Cindy Andaluse had been promoted to senior informa-
tion-development manager after the long-time manager had 
left for another company. She was aware of the progress he had 
made in stabilizing processes within the organization, but she 
also knew there was much to do for the technical communica-
tors to equal the accomplishments of the software and hard-
ware engineers. Cindy walked into a budding Level 3 
organization; her job was to move it to Level 4. 

Cindy worked closely with Dr. Q to define the characteris-
tics they needed to have in place to be recognized as a Level 4 
in the IPMM (Information Process Maturity Model): 

♦ Strong development processes to support the information 
life cycle and complete dedication among staff members in 
following the processes. The three geographically distrib-
uted locations of the ODS information-development team 
meant that common processes were somewhat difficult to 
institute. 

♦ A new prominence for customer studies. Although they 
had conducted several customer studies in the past three 
years, Cindy wanted everyone to be involved in knowing 
customers better. 

♦ For several years, ODS technical communicators had a 
standard template and standard information types fully 
developed. Everyone was quite committed to following the 
templates as they developed their documentation set. 
Cindy knew, however, that they wanted to use a more 
modular approach to design, in keeping with the modular 
design of the flagship product. The developers were 
already using object-oriented design methods; publica-
tions needed to follow suit. 

♦ As a new director, Cindy had been given budgetary con-
trol over the department's activities. They had gathered 
considerable data about the cost of individual projects. 
Now Cindy wanted to find new ways to reduce develop-
ment costs while improving the quality of deliverables. 

Dr. Q made it clear to Cindy that she had a strong base from 
which to work but she needed to solidify the previous gains and 
introduce more innovative approaches into the department. 
Without innovation, it was all too likely that they would 
develop a complacent attitude and become increasingly bureau-
cratic. Dr. Q pointed out that she had seen too many Level 3 
organizations turn into dead-end bureaucracies because every-
one worked so well. If an organization failed to pursue continu-
ous innovation and improvement in processes and products, 
they would cease to be interesting places to work. Cindy and 
the previous manager had attracted a first-rate staff; they 
needed to keep them motivated. 

Innovation in Design
John Marcus headed the ODS content-management team. For 
the past two years, John had led the development of their 
CMS. Everyone was using a standard Document Type Defini-
tion (DTD) and an XML editor to create their documents, but 
they were still creating books. John was anxious to move 
toward a modular approach, but that would take a rethinking 
of their information design. Here was an opportunity, though, 
to pursue an innovative approach to information development 
that Cindy was pushing. 

John had heard Mark Baker talk about subject-based 
design at the Content Management Strategies conference. He 
set up a team of staff members interested in information archi-
tecture to devise a modular approach based on subject matter 
rather than products. The team found a solution linked to the 
object-oriented design of the product. The engineers were cre-
ating use cases around functions that customers wanted to per-
form with the product and developing suites of functionality 
related to those business tasks. John's team decided to follow 
the same pattern. 

They started with an analysis of the customer goals and 
tasks, based upon the results of three previous customer studies. 
Once they had a matrix of duties (like customizing the installa-
tion and administering the operating system) and tasks (like 
redesigning the user interface and adding new software to the 
system), they were able to identify content associated with each 
cell in the matrix. 

Writers in the group were assigned certain tasks on which 
to develop content. For each cell, the assigned writer identified 
the knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) required to be suc-
cessful in performing the task. At the same time, an instruc-
tional designer from the sister training organization identified 
the learning objective associated with the task. Together, the 
writer and instructional designer determined what content 
needed to be developed, what skills the user needed to have 
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from training, and what abilities in terms of analysis, design, 
and task execution were needed to complete the task. 

The writers could then focus on developing the best con-
tent to help users gain an understanding of the task. Some of 
the information was conceptual, some procedural, and some 
was detailed reference material. The instructional designers 
focused on creating learning situations in which the learners 
had to use the information to solve particular problems related 
to the task. Their scenario-based training modules helped users 
relate use of the product to their real-world situations. Once 
they had analyzed the situation with the help of the conceptual 
information, they could easily apply the procedural steps neces-
sary to complete particular tasks. 

The new information design developed by John's team 
and executed by the combined force of writers and instruc-
tional designers was revolutionary for ODS's customers. One 
customer called the CEO to tell him that he had never found 
product information so valuable before. 

A Level 4 Content-Management Solution
John and Cindy analyzed their current content-management 
solution to determine if it could handle the changes to the 
information design that had been developed by the informa-
tion architects. The system was certainly comprehensive. They 
already were using workflow, version control, security, and 
automated publishing of their XML content into HTML, 
PDF, and print. But could the current solution handle a modu-
lar approach to information design? 

Finding the Best Solution
John, Cindy, and Dr. Q conduct an analysis of the existing 
CMS. So far, ODS has used the system to manage documents 
and control production processes. Their analysis shows that the 
CMS was not originally designed to handle the control and 
assembly of individual modules. Nor does their current DTD 
support modular writing. They need a new solution. 

First, they investigate the possibility of using the open 
source IBM DTD called DITA (Darwin Information Typing 
Architecture). DITA is modular by design. They can easily 
adopt it to the modular structure they have in mind concepts, 
procedures, and reference material. They will need to custom-
ize the DTD for their particular content, but the structure 
adapts easily. John is able to design the new DTDs. 

Dr. Q suggests that they hire a system integrator to adopt 
the existing CMS to their new requirements. The integrator is 
able to provide a linking structure and a method of assembling 
modules dynamically using a topic-map architecture. 

Getting the new technology in place is only half the battle. 
The ODS technical communicators and instructional designers 
are unfamiliar with modular, subject-based composition. 
Cindy puts together a team and a pilot project to transform 
their core information. As Dr. Q suggests, developing a small 
set first in the pilot project enables them to test the solution 
with an enthusiastic team before they try to transform the 
entire department. 

Although there are skeptics in their midst, the very nature 
of a budding Level 4 information-development team means 
that most staff member are willing to give the new idea a try. 
They have all been intimately involved in studying their cus-
tomers. As a result, they recognize the need for innovation in 
information delivery to better meet customer needs. The entire 
department is user-focused, which means that managers and 
staff work well together in developing a vision of a new user 
experience once the information transformation is complete.
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Going Beyond the Ordinary
“Does a Level 5 of process maturity exist in the information-
development world?” wondered Dr. Q. The Software Engi-
neering Institute, from time to time, reports on a Level 5 orga-
nization, based on their analysis of software development. Most 
often, however, Level 5 activities are confined to particular 
projects that are run exceptionally well. Whole organizations 
that operate at Level 5 are few and far between. 

Dr. Q has been concerned about the apparent lack of Level 
5 information development. She helped ODS define their 
Level 4 processes earlier in the year and has watched them 
began a transformation to a greater focus on customers. How-
ever, Level 5 organizations would be in the thick of customer 
studies, relying on customer input to guide innovation. In 
these tough economic times, Dr. Q hoped that a Level 5 orga-
nization might emerge in a leadership position. 

A favorite Level 5 candidate a few years ago had seen its 
role dissolve in the face of layoffs, budget cuts, and the some-
what reluctant retirement of their inspirational leader. Under 
better conditions, this leader had surpassed almost every other 
group she worked with. They were recognized for their exper-
tise in the user experience at the highest level of management. 
Their senior manager held a respected position in the senior 
leadership group. He had gained for his team a significant role 
not only in innovating in publications and training but also in 
assuming responsibility for the design of user-friendly software 
interfaces for the products. 

Unfortunately, as their industry lost economic ground, the 
underpinnings of this department's support were weakened. 
Even after winning an award of excellence from the corporation 
at large, they could not withstand the pressures to retreat. 

Defining an Optimizing Organization
In the absence of a clear role model for Level 5 of the Informa-
tion Process Maturity Model (IPMM), Dr. Q felt it necessary 
to create a comprehensive picture of an optimizing organiza-
tion. She was acutely aware of Clayton M. Christensen's man-
agement standard, The Innovator's Dilemma (Harvard Business 
1997). In it, Christensen argues that older companies in the 
high-tech industry are likely to be challenged by the innova-
tions of newcomers. The newcomers are able to react more 
quickly and are hungry enough to take chances on new ideas. 

Many of the organizations in the Center for Information-
Development Management were part of mainstream high-tech 
companies. In fact, most of the publications managers running 
these organizations had been in the field for 20 to 25 years. 
They had a lot of experience in putting excellent processes in 
place and were successful in introducing innovations. However, 
they also experienced significant internal pressure to cut costs. 

They were often able to invest in content-management systems 
(CMS) to save costs but found themselves stymied when they 
tried to change the way information was delivered to custom-
ers. 

These observations drove Dr. Q to outline the require-
ments for design and development that might characterize a 
Level 5 information-development organization. 

Characteristics of a Level 5 Organization
In discovering a Level 5 organization, an astute observer might 
be surprised by its external similarities to a Level 1: Ad-hoc 
organization—everyone appears to be acting independently, 
but their independent behaviors have a context: 

♦ Technical communicators in a Level 5 organization are 
self-actualizing. Although they work closely together on 
information development, each team member is charged 
with the responsibility for developing content that is most 
useful to customers. 

♦ Communicators take personal responsibility for under-
standing their customers' needs. They are involved in user 
groups, call on customers regularly for insights into 
requirements, and have even begun to look at the custom-
ers of their customers for new ideas. 

♦ Communicators are accustomed to following standards 
because they know intimately how important standards 
are, not only in making their own jobs easier by taking 
time out of mundane processes, but also by invoking con-
sistency of presentation that reassures readers that they 
have found what they are looking for. 

No one in a Level 5 organization needs prodding to follow 
templates or maintain best practices in the information-devel-
opment life cycle. They know that a lot of hard work has gone 
into designing effective information standards and that the best 
practices the department has instituted actually save everyone 
from boring work. In fact, Dr. Q knows that one of the hall-
marks of a Level 5 organization is the enthusiasm of the staff 
for best practices and new ideas and the esteem with which 
they are held by the rest of the organization. 

Dr. Q's vision of a Level 5 organization centers on a cus-
tomer focus around innovation. Rather than be satisfied at fol-
lowing industry trends in areas like electronic delivery, content 
management, and minimalist design, a Level 5 organization 
would learn lessons about information development directly 
from its customers. 

“I'd like to see technical communicators on the front line 
with the customers,” Dr. Q explained. “It's too easy to take 
direction about customers from marketing, sales, or even engi-
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neering. But these organizations don't pay much attention to 
how customers use information to learn and maintain prod-
ucts.” As a result, she advocates several new roles: 

♦ Never write an installation manual in the office. Send 
writers out with engineers on the first few installations of a 
new product. Have them watch what happens and take 
lots of notes. After the installations, make sure the writer 
works with engineering, production, and maintenance to 
learn how the problems will be solved in the next installa-
tion. As the problems are solved and best practices are 
worked out, the installation procedures will emerge. 

♦ Get writers direct lines to key customers. These customers 
are interested in calling when they run into usability prob-
lems or are confused by instructions. Rather than be frus-
trated by a lack of detailed knowledge of the 
documentation in customer support, these privileged few 
can directly call a writer who will find a solution. Together, 
the customer and the writer reinvent the instructions so 
that they actually work. 

♦ Organize an advisory council of customers interested 
enough in documentation that they'll spend time review-
ing ideas and giving advice. Use advisory council members 
as entry points into customer site visits. Use site visits to 
conduct analyses of customer goals and tasks that will 
become a basis for modular content. 

Spending time with customers is recognized as a core activity in 
a Level 5 organization, not something you do only after every-
thing else is done first (which usually means never). What role, 
then, does content management play in a customer-focused 
organization? Doesn't the pursuit of continuous innovation 
preclude the use of technologies that tend to reinforce stan-
dards? Aren't standards stultifying? How can an organization 
be innovative when everything has to be written in the same 
way? 

A Level 5 Content-Management Solution
Like the Level 4 group at ODS, described in the Level 4 article 
last month, a Level 5 organization has a strong content-man-
agement solution in place. Standard templates promote modu-
lar content development. Library services like check in/check 

out, version control, and security assure standard practices. An 
information model, based on comprehensive metadata, facili-
ties accessibility to information by writers and customers alike. 
Modular content is published in collections that are custom-
ized for particular customer characteristics (geographies, indus-
try specialties, job roles, and so on). Modular content 
published on portal-like Web sites enable individual users to 
find the specific modules they need to answer questions, pursue 
troubleshooting solutions, and support cross-product innova-
tions. 

In a Level 5 organization, content management is simply 
part of the infrastructure, a little like email. Once you have it, 
you can't figure out how you existed without it.

What is the role of innovation and its relationship to con-
tent management? A sound content-management solution 
must be able to accommodate the special needs of a highly 
innovative organization: 

♦ A Level 5 content-management solution needs to be devel-
oped with flexibility in mind. 

♦ Information designers must be able to update existing 
information types and create new ones in response to cus-
tomer needs. 

♦ Metadata needs to be designed to accommodate the needs 
of users rather than only accommodating the needs of 
information developers. With dynamic metadata, infor-
mation can be directed to specific user needs through 
search (pull) and updating (push). 

♦ A solution must have the capacity to grow with expanding 
needs. In a Level 5 organization, more opportunities are 
quickly uncovered to manage information creatively for 
the benefit of customers.
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