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Foreword
After 10 years of writing, editing, managing and producing software manuals, I
have a few bits of wisdom I’d like to pass on to everyone in the software world.
The first one is:

A lot of manuals stink.

Manuals have a bad reputation, often for good reason. The good ones don’t get
the credit they deserve because the bad ones get all the attention. The worst
part of it is that writers get the blame, even when they are given inadequate
time and support to do a good job.

This book will help writers produce better manuals. It explains how, what and
when to write, plus how to organize and plan to get more done in less time.
More than that, it helps writers understand the business and politics behind the
project, so they can beg, borrow or steal the support they need.

The next bit of wisdom is:

The manual is an integral part of the interface.

Most writers understand this, but many others, including engineers, producers
and various species of managers, including financial types, still don’t have a
clue about what a good manual is, or why it is worth the time and money to do
it right.

Software is still in the process of evolving from something only a technical
person could love into a mass-market commodity. But it still has a long way to
go before it is as universally accepted and understood as a TV or a toaster. And
good manuals are part of the solution.

This book will help writers improve products and the customer experience with
the products by creating manuals that are worthy of—or better than—the prod-
ucts they are written about.

Next bit of wisdom:

Writers can and should be more than just “manual writers.”

Writers, even technical writers, are creative people. Writers are skilled commu-
nicators. Writers are organizers and presenters of information. Writers are valu-
able members of a software development team, above and beyond writing the
manual.

In addition, technical writers in the software industry spend years dissecting,
analyzing and describing user interfaces. They spend weeks on each project
trying and retrying each and every menu, button, function and control. They
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learn about user interfaces whether they want to or not, and if they put in some
effort, they can become interface experts—again a valuable resource for a de-
velopment team.

This book encourages writers to use their skills, gain more skills, ask the ques-
tions, help the project and expand their career options.

The last bit of wisdom is one that I recently had to swallow myself:

One book wasn’t enough.

When I began writing the book UnTechnical Writing, I thought I could crystal-
lize and preserve all my years of experience into a single book that would help
all writers master all aspects of working in the technical world. But it wasn’t
enough.

That’s why I wrote this book, one that focuses solely on the software manual,
and that shows and explains every step of a sample project. Well, here it is. I
hope it helps.
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The chapters in this part of the book are:

• Introduction

• Writing

• All About Manuals

• Systems

• Miscellaneous Topics

The first part of this book gives a complete rundown
on software user manuals, including processes, tools

and techniques used in their creation, as well as
their purpose, their composition and their readers. It

also introduces software development teams and
development methods, and how they affect you,

your work and your manual.
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Introduction
This short chapter quickly presents some basic background information that
puts the rest of the book into perspective.

The sections are:

• About This Book

• About Manuals

• About Software Products

About  Th is  Book
Purpose
This book was written to:

• Teach new manual writers about the process of writing a software manual,
the systems they’ll be working within, the pitfalls they’ll face and how to
overcome them, and the possibilities and opportunities they can find if they
know where to look.

• Give experienced manual writers the benefit of another writer’s experience,
and to offer well-tested processes and solutions to common problems, and
suggestions for challenges.

• Get everything I learned from 10 years of writing manuals, editing manuals,
managing and coaching writers and running a writing department within a
software development company down on paper, and share it with all the
writers I didn’t have a chance to work with personally.

Organization
This book is organized into three parts:

Part 1—The Software User Manual explains the state, the art, and the state-of-
the-art of manual creation. It covers everything from reader analysis to writing
style and grammar to software development systems to online documentation.

Part 2—The Sample Project is a complete, step-by-step example of creating
a software manual from day one through postmortem1 .

Part 3—Exhibits contains useful sample documents, checklists and worksheets,

1 A postmortem is a review session, verbal or written, that is held after a project is finished. It is a look back at the

project’s processes and results to summarize what worked and what didn’t. The goal is to learn from the mistakes

and successes of the past to make future projects better and smoother.
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plus the sample project’s proposal, design document and finished, laid-out
manual.

Part 4—Appendices contains sources of useful information.

How to Use This Book
As an author who put a lot of work into this book, I’d love it if everyone who
picks up this book reads every word, from the first to the last page. But realisti-
cally, I know that very few people read technical books that way. Everyone reads
and absorbs information in their own way, so you’re going to use this book any
darn way you please.

But—just as a suggestion—if you’re just starting to write manuals, I’d recom-
mend that you read through Part 1 (The Software User Manual) and scan Part 2
(The Sample Project). When you’re on a project of your own, read Part 2 care-
fully, a stage at a time, before you enter that stage.

If you’re in a hurry to get started on a manual, focus on the subsection Parts of
the Manual in Part I, then focus on the appropriate stages in Part 2 as you move
through your project.

And feel free to use the exhibits as samples or templates whenever they can
save you time and energy.

Assumptions and Methods
Some books on technical writing are actually courses in beginning writing. Some
supply blank charts to fill in to help you write procedures. Some have whole
chapters on active and passive writing.

If you need this kind of instruction, pick up a basic writing book—a few are
listed at the end of this book in the Recommended Reading appendix.

This book isn’t a beginning writing course. It assumes that you have basic writ-
ing skills. It touches briefly on style and grammar, but isn’t filled with lessons
on either subject.

This book teaches by supplying complete background information, extensive
explanations and examples to analyze. More than that, it covers real-world sub-
jects beyond the actual writing, including development systems, team dynam-
ics and office politics, all of which have a major effect on your writing and your
ability to get your job done.

The Sample Project
The project that this book follows all the way through is for a piece of software
called The Personal Newspaper. It is a yet-to-be-developed product that was only
halfway designed when this book was started.
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It’s perfect for this purpose because it is complex enough to demonstrate all
the different aspects and stages of a manual’s development, yet small enough
that it’s practical to include its multiple manual drafts in a book like this.

Design flaws and ambiguity have intentionally been introduced into the early
stages of this project (that’s right, I meant to do that), so the process of refining
and finalizing a product can be shown in the sample project.

The early drafts of the sample project manual are based on the supplied initial
design document. The journey from that to the final draft and final manual is
documented step-by-step in the sample project.

A sample demonstration program that shows the screens and navigation of the
program—but is not a functional model—is available for download from the
publisher’s website (www.untechnicalpress.com/downloads).

About  Manuals
What’s a User Manual?
User manuals are generally associated with software. Manuals for hardware
products are more often called owner’s manuals.

A manual of either type can consist of anything from a single diagram or para-
graph on the product packaging to a one-page instruction sheet to a multi-
hundred-page tome. It just has to explain what you can do with a product, and
how to do it.

What Products Need User Manuals?
Unless a product is so completely clear and understandable that any proposed
user can intuitively use it without more than a few seconds’ pause to consider,
it needs a manual of some sort.

There are very few software products today that are that clear.

And while many products don’t really need a manual, some sort of documenta-
tion can still be useful. For instance, even something as simple as a toy ball
could come with inflating and patching instructions, or contact information in
case the ball is defective. And the legal department may want to include some
disclaimers and protective warnings.

So just about every product could be accompanied by a manual of some sort,
even if it’s mostly legalese and incorporated into the packaging.
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Manuals for Hardware Products
While the focus of this book is on manuals for software products, many of the
processes and techniques presented here are useful for writing and producing
manuals for hardware products. If you write about hardware, you’ll get a lot out
of this book.

But software, because of its fluid nature and constantly changing platforms,
has a whole set of logistical problems, time constraints and complications for
writers. Those problems and their solutions are integrated throughout this book,
making this a far more valuable book for writers in the software world.

The Term “User”
I personally dislike using the term user to describe the person buying the prod-
uct and reading the manual. After all, there’s only one industry other than com-
puters that refers to its customer base as users.

What options do we have? Operator? Too impersonal. Owner? While respectful
enough, the term “owner” traditionally hasn’t been used for software, probably
because the people who buy software don’t actually own it. They only buy the
right to use it. It has to do with the nature of software and intellectual property.
Read the license fine print on any package of software if you want to be further
confused.

Whatever the future brings, the term user is universal enough today that I even
used it in the title of this book.

About  Sof tware  Products
What’s a Product?
For the purposes of this book, products are what you write manuals about.

These products can be hardware or software (though this book concentrates on
the special aspects of manuals about software products). Products can be for
business or pleasure, utility or spectacle.

If there’s no product, then there’s no manual.

Product Complexity
Products can range from simple and straightforward to ridiculously complex.

A well-designed product will seem far simpler on the outside than on the in-
side. Though it may be the most complicated piece of coding ever created by a
team of programmers, it should appear clear and simple to the user.
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As the writer of a user manual, you explain the interface—what the user sees. If
it’s a well-designed product, no matter how complex, writing the manual needn’t
be difficult or complex.

On the other hand, if a simple product isn’t designed well, it can be a nightmare
of confusion, inconsistencies and idiocy for you to explain and justify to the
weary reader.

Open-Ended and Close-Ended Products
Something to be aware of when you write about software is whether the pro-
gram is open- or close-ended.

A close-ended program is entirely predictable. It does a limited number of things.
You can cover every possibility and contingency in the manual, and cover ev-
ery operation in a tutorial. (You can, though you may not want or need to.)

An open-ended program is so flexible that you can’t possibly cover every op-
eration that the user might do with it.

A loan amortization program is close-ended. It has a limited number of opera-
tions. You can input certain things and you get certain outputs. There can be an
unlimited number of different outputs, but there are a limited number of op-
erations and processes.

A spreadsheet is open-ended. It can be set up and organized (and programmed)
to serve an unlimited number of different purposes with unlimited variations.

A writer trying to explain how to use a spreadsheet can’t possibly give every
possible use or process, but you can:

• explain the overall premise of the program

• explain the basic interface functions (windows, menus, toolbars)

• define and explain each of the built-in functions and calculations, and

• give a few varying examples of how to use the program.

Similarly, in a chess program, you wouldn’t be able to explain every possible
strategy that can be used on a chessboard, but you can:

• explain the overall premise of the game

• explain the interface

• define how each of the pieces can be moved and the results of various moves,
and

• give a few sample strategies for different stages of a game.
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Writing
This chapter gives a brief background in the basics of style and grammar you’ll
need to know when you write a manual. It also introduces the concept of Un-
Technical writing.

The sections are:

• Technical and UnTechnical Writing

• Manual Grammar and Style

• Other Topics

Technica l  and UnTechnica l  Wr i t ing
All writing about technology isn’t the same. The big difference is the audience:
for whom it was written. Writing for the consumer audience—generally non-
technical people living in our ever-more-technical world—is very different in
process and practice from writing for highly-skilled technical people.

We at UnTechnical Press use the term UnTechnical writing to describe technical
writing that is meant to be read by a nontechnical consumer audience. This
kind of writing requires a little more diligence, a little more testing and a lot
more patience, understanding and reader advocacy.

The sample project in this book is intended to be used by nontechnical custom-
ers, so many of the strategies and techniques of UnTechnical writing are incor-
porated throughout the book.

A few of the premises of UnTechnical writing are:

• Your job is to get the information into the reader’s brain as quickly, easily
and enjoyably as possible. The world won’t end if someone actually enjoys
reading your manual, as long as they gain all the necessary knowledge to
use the product.

• Your main function is to communicate, not to write a manual. If you can get
the message across quicker and more easily using another method of com-
munication, then use it. This could range from comics to wall charts to
improved interface design.

• Understand your audience. A lot of people are new to, uncomfortable with
or afraid of technology. (You’re writing about technology. It doesn’t matter
what the product or program is, if it’s on a computer, it’s technology.)

• Write for people, not for professors. Don’t make people feel like they’re
back in school. A lot of people didn’t—and don’t—like school. People bought
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the product you’re writing about to use the product, not to go back to school.
If your manual makes them feel like they’re back in the classroom, they
won’t read it.

• Be the reader’s advocate.

• You are part of the user interface. You and your writing are a layer of the
user interface. The more you know about user interface design, the better
you’ll do your job.

• Test your work, especially tutorials and instructions of any sort, with real,
typical customers.

For much more on this subject and the necessary tools, skills, and processes
needed to write about technology for normal people, see UnTechnical Writing—
How to Write About Technical Subjects and Products So Anyone Can Understand,2

available at better bookstores (physical and virtual) everywhere.

Manual  Grammar  and Sty le
For technical writing, and even more so for UnTechnical writing, grammar is
important, but less important than communication. Writing can be correct with-
out sounding academic or stuffy.

If you want people to read your manual (and you do), don’t make them feel that
they’re in a classroom.

For instance:

• You can sound conversational.

• You can use they as a singular pronoun (sometimes) to avoid sexist lan-
guage.

• You can use slang.

• You can end sentences with prepositions.

• You can even get away with starting sentences with  and  or but.

Of course, some things must be absolutely correct, including:

• Spelling,

• Proper word usage, and

• Punctuation.

There are few hard-and-fast rules any more. If you’re working on an entertain-
ment product, you have more leeway than if you’re writing about project-man-
agement software, but even for strictly business products, it is better to have the
manual read than collect dust on a shelf.

2 Yes, a shameless plug.
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What you can and can’t get away with—or make use of—will depend on the
company you’re working for, your local editor and your boss.

Other  Topics
Here are a few other helpful topics to know about when writing a manual.

Choosing Your Role
When you receive information for evaluation or absorption, you consider the
source. When someone reads a manual, they also consider the source. Who is it
that’s talking (writing) to them? Is it someone who knows what they’re talking
about? Is it someone who’s really trying to help them understand? Is it some-
one who “got stuck” with writing a manual, and only slightly prefers writing to
getting a root canal?  Is it a jerk who can’t explain his way out of a paper bag?

When people read your writing and decide how seriously to take it and how
much effort to put into understanding it, they take the source—you—into ac-
count. They don’t know you, and most likely there’s not a picture of the manual
writer on the back of the book. But, whether you’re aware of it or not, you are
performing a role and are being defined—even if it’s only in the reader’s mind.

As long as you’re being labeled, you might as well choose your own label. Choose
your role.

It’s a subtle thing. You usually shouldn’t be obvious about it (unless it’s a kid’s
game and you’re writing from the point of view of a character in the program).
But just knowing who you are (or want to be) to the reader can help flavor your
writing. Choosing the role is something you do to help yourself; it’s a tool for
setting and controlling the document’s tone, level of technology and rate of
delivery.

As you think about how you’ll tackle a project, try on these roles for size, and
see what fits you and the project. If none of these roles works for you, find
something that does. The idea here is to get into the right frame of mind to
communicate with your audience at the right technical level.

• The Tech Writer—you are a technical professional explaining technology
to other technical professionals. This writing is simple, to-the-point, un-
adorned and pretty much devoid of personality. This is the standard role
that tech writers usually take. It is the best role to write from if you are
writing for a highly technical audience. The rest of the roles in this list are
better to take on if you are writing for a nontechnical, consumer audience.

• Writer as Translator—you’re the link between a world that speaks Technese
and people that don’t know the lingo. Your job is to translate technical words,
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concepts and processes into normal language.

• Writer as Host—you welcome your guests to a new, scary, complicated place.
Make them feel at home. Treat them with respect. Talk to them in words
that they understand and feel comfortable with. Not only the words, but
also the format, feel and media contribute to the comfort factor as well.

• Writer as Friend—you’re trying to make your friends feel comfortable while
helping them master this new experience.

• Writer as Neighborhood Nerd—you’re the guy who knows and loves tech-
nology, and you’re the one everyone on the block comes to when they have
technical questions. You know the deeper inner workings of the technical
universe, but know most of your neighbors don’t care about that, so you
reassure them, then tell them what button to push to get the result they
want (tutorial) and give them more information if and when they ask (refer-
ence).3

• Writer as Teacher—not the cranky teachers you hated, but your favorite
teacher that lit that spark in you and made you want to learn.

• Writer as Intrepid Explorer—you’ve been down this dangerous road before,
and are documenting your discovery process for the readers, allowing them
to follow and see the sights, yet avoid the pitfalls. This is especially useful
for explanations of very complex systems.

• Writer as Tour Guide—you’re guiding a group of tourists through a danger-
ous, foreign land. You’ve got to watch out for them, even protect them, while
showing them a good time.

Non-sexist Language
Think about your audience. If it’s mostly men, then you can use the pronoun
“he” freely and exclusively. If it’s mostly women, then you can use only “she.”
If, as usual, it’s a mixed audience, then you have the potential to annoy them by
choosing one gender or the other. While we proponents of UnTechnical writing
may want to surprise or even shock a reader now and then, we don’t want to
annoy.

When you find yourself in the pronoun dilemma, you have a number of choices:

 • Use only “he.”

Using “he” as a pronoun to refer to an individual who may be either male
or female (but you don’t know for sure) is the traditional English usage,

3 All those billion-dollar computer companies should set aside some sort of retirement fund for Neighborhood

Nerds. Judging from the complexity of early computers and the incomprehensibility of many early computer manuals,

if it hadn’t been for those noble Neighborhood Nerds simply explaining what button to push to get the desired

result, computers would never have caught on.
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dating from before political correctness. It isn’t technically wrong, but it
can make some readers think you’re a jerk and pay less attention to you.

 • Use only “she.”

On the opposite end of the scale, you can take the attitude that women
have had to put up with being called “he” for a long time, so why not turn
the tables and let the men see what it’s like. While fair, and technically
legal, it can still alienate a good portion of your audience, both male and
female.

 • Alternate between “he” and “she.”

This is the “fair” approach. Approximately every other time you use a
pronoun to refer to a person whose sex you don’t know, switch between
“he” and “she.” While it’s fair, legal, and generally acceptable, it is also
noticeable. The reader is very aware that the writer is switching back and
forth. This can be distracting; the reader stops thinking about the subject
and thinks about the switch.

 • Use “he or she.”

If a writer wants to cover all the bases without switching, he or she can use
“he or she” each and every time he or she has to write “he” or “she.” Again,
legal. But there’s something ... wishy-washy about it. And it’s longer and a bit
more awkward. You can usually get away with it once in a while without it
seeming awkward, but continual use makes it stand out too much, and read-
ers once again notice the writing instead of concentrating on the subject.

 • Pluralize and use “they.”

A very good way around the whole issue is to take advantage of the fact
that in English, the plural pronoun “they” works for both sexes. Instead of
writing something like:

If the reader likes the subject, then he or she should read the book.

You can write:

If readers like the subject, then they should read the book.

At least 80% of the time you can pluralize and use “they” to avoid sexist—
and awkward—language without ruining your point. In those few cases
where pluralizing just doesn’t work, then you can fall back on one of the
other options, or just use “they.”
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 • Just use “they.”

Many editors and grammar mavens are now allowing the use of  “they” as
an any-gender singular pronoun for technical, if not for academic, writ-
ing. A reader may find that they are referred to as “they” even though they
are one person. Most readers won’t notice, and some editors are still stick-
lers. I use it over “he and she,” but not very often.

 • Get cute.

A final possibility is to use some sort of combination of he and she, such
as “he/she” or “s/he.”4  These work, but they seem like the writer is trying
too hard. Maybe, if and when a combination like this comes into more
common usage, it’ll lose its cuteness.

Consistency
There are a lot of ways to be consistent—and inconsistent.

 • Names of Things

Don’t call it a doohickey in one chapter and a whatsit in another. Make sure the
name you use in the manual matches the name on the actual product, and on
the box.

 • Abbreviations

When you use them, use them the same way throughout the whole document or
series of documents. Consistently define them the first time they’re presented.

 • Level of Detail

If you’re covering a number of similar subjects, they should all be covered in
the same amount of detail—unless there is a reason that the reader needs to
know more about a particular subject, in which case that should be made clear.

 • Look and Feel

This includes the page-to-page and chapter-to-chapter look of a single docu-
ment, including typography, tables and illustrations, and the book-to-book look
of a series of related documents, including typography, overall design, and table
of contents and index organization.

 • Presentation of Information

Like information should be presented in a like manner. Always show the reader
instructions within tutorials the same way. Always explain similar things in the
same way—if you show a flowchart in one process, then show it for all processes.

4 I’ve heard it said that even the combination word “s/he,” which means “she or he,” is showing undue prejudice

against non-sexual entities, and the proper combination word should be “s/he/it.” Of course, it would never work

in polite conversation.
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 • Lists

Use parallel style and construction. Note that the headings on this list of ways
to be consistent consist of all nouns or noun phrases. If this item’s heading was
“Be consistent with lists,” it would be inconsistent with the rest of the list.

 • Overall Quality

Don’t make half your manual wonderful and slap the rest together. And if you’re
doing a quick cheapie, don’t make part of it wonderful—it’ll make the rest seem
worse than it is.

The Rule of Threes
The standard rule of threes is:

Tell them what you’re going to say, say it, then tell them what you said.

For each chapter, topic, section or segment, you first explain what will be con-
tained in that chapter, topic, section or segment. Next, you present the body of
information. Then, you summarize or review it at the end of the chapter, topic,
section or segment.

While many manual writers and editors adhere strictly to this rule, you may
prefer to (and be allowed to) play fast and loose with it. You should almost
always stand by this rule in a tutorial, but for introductions, reference sections
and other parts of the manual, you may choose to use it or not depending on
the technical difficulty of the subject. The more difficult the subject is for the
reader to understand and master, the more you should stand by the rule—and
the more often you should use it within a document, breaking the subject mat-
ter into smaller and smaller chunks of information presented in threes.

If the subject is light, and easily mastered by the reader, you may want to avoid
the repetition and imposed format to either simplify and shorten that part of
the document, or use the saved space to add flavor and entertain a little.

All in all, you really can’t go too far wrong by adhering to the rule of threes. At
worst, you might miss an opportunity to simplify and entertain.

Keeping the Reader Reading
If nobody reads the manual, we still get paid. But most writers—even technical
writers—want to be read. And it’s not just a matter of ego. It’s wanting the work
we do to be useful, to be worth the doing.

Most people don’t read technical books and manuals for pleasure. They only
do it because they have to. And they’re looking for any excuse to stop, to take a
break, to get a cup of coffee or to throw the book across the room in frustration.
Anything we can do to keep readers reading is good. Anything we can do to
help them get through it quickly and painlessly, we should.
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Here are some helpful tools to keep readers reading:

 • Write in Bite-Sized Chunks

Keep sentences, sections and paragraphs small—write in bite-sized chunks. This
forces you to be clear, to keep your explanations simple, and stops you from
rambling on too much. And it keeps the reader reading longer.

A small, simple-looking paragraph smiles at the reader and says, “I’m quick
and easy. Come on and read me, you’ll be done before you know it.” A large,
densely written paragraph says, “I dare you to read me, and to try to wrest
meaning from the dark, twisty caverns of my many long sentences.”

It is especially important to keep the paragraphs at the beginnings of each chapter
or section small and inviting. If they’re inviting enough, the reader will put off
stopping until the end of the next chapter or section.

You should also present the writing in bite-sized chunks, even in early drafts.
Make it as easy as possible for the people who have to read those drafts, and
you’ll get better feedback.

 • Use Lots of Headings and Subheadings

Using a lot of headings and subheadings serves four purposes:

1. It keeps the book divided into small, easy-to-absorb chunks.

2. It allows the reader to zero in on the exact section they want to read with-
out fishing around.

3. It familiarizes readers with all the sections—as they look for the topic
they want, they read all the other headings. When they need to look up
something else, they’ll often remember that there was a heading about
that subject.

4. It makes it easier for you to organize the book and explain each subject
independently.

 • Advocate a High-Quality Layout

The quality of the layout can also help keep the reader reading. Lots of white
space on the page and a good space between paragraphs makes the page look
inviting. A page crammed full of solid text looks scary. Do what you can to
ensure that the layout is done by a good graphic artist.

 • A Little Humor Goes a Long Way

By this I mean both that some humor is good and that too much is bad.

A little humor, spread thinly throughout a manual, is a good way to get readers
to at least page through the whole book once. Too much—or inappropriate—
humor and you lose the point of the whole book.
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Humor diffuses a tense situation. If you can laugh at it, you’re no longer afraid
of it. Many readers are afraid of the technology you’re writing about and afraid
of breaking it and afraid of how it will change their lives and afraid of having to
read your manual. They need a good laugh. If you can get them to laugh at
something, they’ll no longer fear it.

That said, here are the inevitable caveats...

Humor Caveat #1: Know when not to use it.

Don’t force jokes about something that you personally can’t comfortably joke
about. Even more important is how the reader, and your client or employer feel
about the jokes. Some people, including bosses, have no humor. Know when to
keep your humor to yourself.

Humor Caveat #2: Test your jokes.

Try out your jokes on some trusted—and honest—friends and family members
before putting them into a manual. If the general response is bad, kill the joke—
even though you love it.

Humor Caveat #3: Ask for help.

If you don’t have—I  won’t say good, but how about—a widely accepted sense
of humor, get someone else to supply a few jokes or comics. There’s bound to
be someone around the house or office that can help.

 “Men will confess to treason, murder, arson, false teeth, or a wig. How many of them will own
up to a lack of humour?”

— Frank Moore Colby

Humor Caveat #4: Watch your mouth.

Unless the product you’re working on is intended for adults with an adolescent
sense of humor, stay away from insults and bathroom humor. Again, it’s impor-
tant to know your audience to know your limits, but when in doubt, go the
tasteful route.

Humor Caveat #5: Humor is often a cultural thing.

Much of humor is culturally based, so what’s funny to you may not be funny to
someone in Japan or Germany or France. Some subjects that we casually joke about
here may be seriously taboo elsewhere. If you know that what you’re writing will
be translated to other languages, be prepared for your humor to be chopped out.
Make sure this chopping won’t affect the usefulness of the document.
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Your Duties—Above and Beyond Writing
Of course, your obvious duty is to write the manual. That’s what you’re being
paid to do. But there’s more to it. All of these, and more, can come into play,
conflict, and compete for attention as you work on a project:

• Duty to self—your desire to do the best work you can, to write a master-
piece, to create art and to promote your career.

• Duty to employer—your need to satisfy the boss for continued or future
employment, and have a positive impact on the bottom line. A positive impact
on the bottom line includes minimizing costs to the company by controlling
the time and cost of writing, as well as the size and cost of documents and
their related shipping costs. It also involves the cost of after-sales support
(eliminating as many tech support calls as possible), and improving the
opportunity for future sales of updated versions and other company products.
(If a customer buys a product and doesn’t understand it or can’t use it, they
won’t buy another from the same company.)

• Duty to team—whether you’ve been on the project since the beginning or
just joined weeks before shipping, the design/development team has been
working on the project for months or years. They deserve docs that “do
right” by the product: show it in a good light, make it more useful and pro-
mote it. (And mention all their names—properly spelled—in the credits!)

• Duty to product—often the product itself, whether spreadsheet, computer
game, VCR or whatever, is such a good piece of work that it deserves to be
given a good chance to succeed. And that means it should be well-docu-
mented, so it can be used and enjoyed as quickly and easily as possible.

• Duty to customer—marketing will identify with and represent the custom-
ers up to the point where the product is sold, but it’s up to you to be there
for them once they get home with it. Beyond their absolute needs, what
does the customer deserve? What would you demand, expect, or want if
you just brought the product home or to the office and opened the box?
What would satisfy you as a customer? What would satisfy your mother
(assuming your mother isn’t a technological wizard)?


