
TECH COMM TRENDSTECH COMM TRENDS
PROVIDING VALUE AS A GENERALIST IN APROVIDING VALUE AS A GENERALIST IN A

SEA OF SPECIALISTSSEA OF SPECIALISTS
By Tom Johnson /   

Slides: 

Presentation in blog form: 

@tomjohnson
idratherbewriting.com

idratherbewriting.com/trends-generalists-specialists

http://bit.ly/genandspecialisttrendspart1

1

http://twitter.com/tomjohnson
http://idratherbewriting.com/
http://idratherbewriting.com/trends-generalists-specialists
http://bit.ly/genandspecialisttrendspart1


WHY TRENDS INTRIGUE USWHY TRENDS INTRIGUE US
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ARGUMENT OVERVIEWARGUMENT OVERVIEW
Technology is getting simpler on the front-end for
end-users
But the code underneath is becoming increasingly
specialized/complex
Tech writers are generalists, not specialists
To provide value in specialist contexts, tech writers
must exploit the gaps
These gaps are (1) doc tools/processes, (2)
understanding user feedback/experiences, and (3)
information usability

3



TRENDS: FROM END-USER TO DEV DOMAINTRENDS: FROM END-USER TO DEV DOMAIN
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THE IMPACT OF UX AND THE NEED FOR DOCUMENTATIONTHE IMPACT OF UX AND THE NEED FOR DOCUMENTATION

UX designer

Docs for 

end-users
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https://softwaresaltmines.com/2015/06/16/software-technical-writing-dying/


EVALUATING GREY'S ARGUMENT AND CHANGES IN THE PROFESSIONEVALUATING GREY'S ARGUMENT AND CHANGES IN THE PROFESSION
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UIUIss GET SIMPLER, CODE GETS MORE COMPLEX GET SIMPLER, CODE GETS MORE COMPLEX
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https://google.com/


NATURAL LANGUAGE INTERFACES -- LIKE AN ICEBERG UNDERNEATHNATURAL LANGUAGE INTERFACES -- LIKE AN ICEBERG UNDERNEATH
Simple on the surface

to end-users

Complex underneath with lots of development work and code
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MOVING INTO HYPERSPECIALIZATIONMOVING INTO HYPERSPECIALIZATION

Just as people in the early days of industrialization
saw single jobs (such as a pin maker’s) transformed
into many jobs (Adam Smith observed 18 separate
steps in a pin factory), we will now see knowledge-
worker jobs — salesperson, secretary, engineer —
atomize into complex networks of people all over

the world performing highly specialized tasks.
— "The Big Idea: The Age of Hyperspecialization"
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https://hbr.org/2011/07/the-big-idea-the-age-of-hyperspecialization


NO UX DESIGNERS TO VET/FILTER POOR DESIGNS IN DEV DOMAINNO UX DESIGNERS TO VET/FILTER POOR DESIGNS IN DEV DOMAIN

Image from Coding Horror
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https://blog.codinghorror.com/this-is-what-happens-when-you-let-developers-create-ui/


TC JOBS MOVING INTO DEVELOPER DOMAINTC JOBS MOVING INTO DEVELOPER DOMAIN

Tech Writing Jobs in 

Developer Domains

Tech Writing Jobs in 

End-User Domains
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DEVELOPERS ARE WRITING MORE DOCS DUE TO SPECIALIZED INFODEVELOPERS ARE WRITING MORE DOCS DUE TO SPECIALIZED INFO

</>

Developer

Documentation
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WRITE THE DOCS AS EVIDENCE THAT DEVELOPER DOCS IS GROWINGWRITE THE DOCS AS EVIDENCE THAT DEVELOPER DOCS IS GROWING
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SHIFTS TOWARD MARKDOWN AND DOCS-AS-CODESHIFTS TOWARD MARKDOWN AND DOCS-AS-CODE

4 . 11



THE CURRENT PREDICAMENT FOR TC, AND WHERE THE GAPS ARETHE CURRENT PREDICAMENT FOR TC, AND WHERE THE GAPS ARE

Predicament Gaps

Generalists trying to
prove value in a context
where specialized
knowledge reigns

1. Authoring/publishing
processes and tools 
2. Knowledge/feedback
about the user experience 
3. Information usability 
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1. GAPS IN DOC TOOLING/PROCESSES1. GAPS IN DOC TOOLING/PROCESSES
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OPPORTUNITIES RELATED TO DOC TOOLS AND PROCESSESOPPORTUNITIES RELATED TO DOC TOOLS AND PROCESSES

Review process Layout & design web publishing

SyndicationResponsive design PDF output

5 . 2



INCORPORATING STRUCTURE INTO CONTENTINCORPORATING STRUCTURE INTO CONTENT

The aim [of structured writing] is not to eliminate
complexity altogether – that is impossible – but to
partition it so that each part of that complexity is

handled by the person or process with the
knowledge, skills, and resources to handle it. (xxi)  

— Mark Baker, Structured Writing
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https://www.amazon.com/Structured-Writing-Rhetoric-Mark-Baker/dp/1937434567


TABLES DON'T WORK BEYOND 5-6 COLUMNSTABLES DON'T WORK BEYOND 5-6 COLUMNS

Table

Doc Page Title
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SEPARATE THE CONTENT FROM THE DISPLAYSEPARATE THE CONTENT FROM THE DISPLAY
media_specifications: 
  video: 
    h265: 
      ftvcube: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p (4K) @ 60fps... 
      ftvgen3: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p (4K) @ 60fps... 
      ftvgen2: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p (4K) @ 30fps... 
      ftvgen1: Not supported 
      ftvstickgen2: Hardware accelerated up to 1080p @ 30fps... 
      ftvstickbasicedition: Hardware accelerated up to 1080p @ 30fps... 
      ftveditionelement: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p (4K) @ 60fps... 
      ftveditiontoshiba4k: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p (4K) @ 60fps.
    h264: 
      ftvcube: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p @ 30fps... 
      ftvgen3: Hardware accelerated up to 3840x2160p @ 30fps... 
      ftvgen2: Hardware accelerated up to 1080p @ 30fps... 
      ftvgen1: Hardware accelerated up to 1080p @ 30fps... 
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DISPLAY RESULTDISPLAY RESULT
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IDENTIFY THE STRUCTUREIDENTIFY THE STRUCTURE
ElementName: 
  anchor: string 
  description: > 
    string 
  required: boolean 
  added: string 
  deprecated: string 
  parent_elements: 
    - name: string 
      deprecated: boolean 
  child_elements: 
    required: 
      - name: string 
        deprecated: boolean 
    optional: 
      - name: string 
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DISPLAY RESULTDISPLAY RESULT
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https://developer.amazon.com/docs/catalog/data-format-schema-reference.html#MiniSeriesEpisode


USING SPECIFICATIONS WITH APISUSING SPECIFICATIONS WITH APIS
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SWAGGER UI DISPLAY FROM THE OPENAPI SPECIFICATIONSWAGGER UI DISPLAY FROM THE OPENAPI SPECIFICATION

5 . 10

https://petstore.swagger.io/#/


2. GAPS IN USER FEEDBACK/EXPERIENCE2. GAPS IN USER FEEDBACK/EXPERIENCE
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IDENTIFYING WHERE THE UX PROBLEMS AREIDENTIFYING WHERE THE UX PROBLEMS ARE
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SURFACE PROBLEMS TO THE RIGHT TEAMSSURFACE PROBLEMS TO THE RIGHT TEAMS

So, how can we improve API documentation if the
only people who can accomplish this task are too

busy to do it...? One potential way [is to] reduce as
much of the administrative overhead of

documentation writing as possible, letting experts
focus exclusively on the value-producing part of

the task. ... a main challenge for evolving API
documentation is identifying where a document

needs to be updated. — Uddin and Robillard
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DOC FEEDBACK BUTTONSDOC FEEDBACK BUTTONS
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https://developer.amazon.com/docs/fire-tv/getting-started-developing-apps-and-games.html


DOC FEEDBACK FORMDOC FEEDBACK FORM
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https://amazon6.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_6DzfbuTrUVlOaCV


SURVEYS AT SELECT MILESTONE EVENTSSURVEYS AT SELECT MILESTONE EVENTS
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https://amazon6.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1AC66cH1d960hH7


SUMMARIES OF WEEKLY ISSUES RESOLVEDSUMMARIES OF WEEKLY ISSUES RESOLVED

6 . 7



LEVERAGING INFORMATION FLOW THROUGH DOCSLEVERAGING INFORMATION FLOW THROUGH DOCS

milestonesurveyforappdevs

Support

Marketing

Product Evangelists

Training
Solutions Architects

End users

Documentation

Internal engineers

UX design

Support

Marketing

Product Evangelists

Training
Solutions Architects

End users

Documentation

Internal engineers

UX design

Support

Marketing

Product Evangelists

Training
Solutions Architects

End users

Documentation

Internal engineers

UX design
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https://twitter.com/tomjohnson/status/942867105845723136


3. GAPS IN INFORMATION USABILITY3. GAPS IN INFORMATION USABILITY
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P1: GIVE USERS A MAPP1: GIVE USERS A MAP
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FIRST WE SPLIT COMPLEX PROCESS INTO CHUNKSFIRST WE SPLIT COMPLEX PROCESS INTO CHUNKS
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MAPS BRING THE PIECES TOGETHERMAPS BRING THE PIECES TOGETHER
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P2: MAKE INFO DISCOVERABLE AS NEEDEDP2: MAKE INFO DISCOVERABLE AS NEEDED
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COMPLEX SYSTEMS CONTAIN FEEDBACK LOOPSCOMPLEX SYSTEMS CONTAIN FEEDBACK LOOPS

Each new piece of data the user uncovers affects
the path taken and the eventual outcome. … it
does not lend itself to being performed with a

de�ned set of tasks nor can those tasks be
performed in a �xed order.  

— Michael Albers, Content and Complexity
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https://www.amazon.com/Content-Complexity-information-Technical-Communication/dp/0805841415


SINTERING AS AN ANALOGYSINTERING AS AN ANALOGY
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https://www.youtube.com/embed/NzCeMxq0bPs


P3: ENSURE HARMONY ACROSS ALL DOCSP3: ENSURE HARMONY ACROSS ALL DOCS
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SYSTEMS DEVELOPED INDEPENDENTLY BUT INTERACT TOGETHERSYSTEMS DEVELOPED INDEPENDENTLY BUT INTERACT TOGETHER

Specialization is required in order to understand
more and more about the intricate systems around

us.... But at the same time, the systems we are
building ... are not only intricate and complicated,

but also stitch together �eld after �eld.... The
design of driverless cars is a good example,

requiring collaboration among ... software, lasers,
automotive engineering, digital mapping, and

more. — Samuel Arbseon
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LOOKING FOR FIT ACROSS THE DOCS, BLOGS, FORUMSLOOKING FOR FIT ACROSS THE DOCS, BLOGS, FORUMS

addition of 
new information
into a larger whole
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P4: REDUCE AND DISTILL TO ITS ESSENCEP4: REDUCE AND DISTILL TO ITS ESSENCE
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COMPRESS INTO SMALLER, MORE CONSUMABLE UNITSCOMPRESS INTO SMALLER, MORE CONSUMABLE UNITS

distillation
of information
from a larger
whole
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ARTICLE SUMMARIESARTICLE SUMMARIES

11 . 3



QUICK REFERENCE GUIDESQUICK REFERENCE GUIDES
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P5: CONFORM TO GENRE EXPECTATIONSP5: CONFORM TO GENRE EXPECTATIONS
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SCHEMA THEORYSCHEMA THEORY

By catering my design to meeting your
experiences, I make these items easier for you to

use in that context. — Kirk St. Amant
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FOUR COMPONENTS MODELFOUR COMPONENTS MODEL

actions & reactions

prerequisites

troubleshooting
goals
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NARRATIVE PARADIGMNARRATIVE PARADIGM

Image from  by Donna LichawThe User's Journey: Storymapping Products That People Love
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https://www.amazon.com/Users-Journey-Storymapping-Products-People/dp/1933820314
https://www.amazon.com/Users-Journey-Storymapping-Products-People/dp/1933820314/


STRUCTURING INFORMATION AROUND THE CUSTOMER JOURNEYSTRUCTURING INFORMATION AROUND THE CUSTOMER JOURNEY

web search

marketing pages

developmentbiz dev calls

�eld engineers

forums

testing submission

updates

Customer Journey
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P6: REDUCE LANGUAGE COMPLEXITYP6: REDUCE LANGUAGE COMPLEXITY
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I came across a set of API resources for managing
a DEG the other day. You could add, update, delete
and get DEGs. You can also pull analytics, history,
and other elements of a DEG. I spent about 10-15

minutes looking around their developer portal,
documentation, and even Googling, but never

could �gure out what a DEG was. Nowhere in their
documentation did they ever tell consumers what
a DEG was, you just had to be in the know I guess.

— Kin Lane
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[NOT] RECOGNIZING FAMILIAR TERMS[NOT] RECOGNIZING FAMILIAR TERMS
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BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE SECTIONSBACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE SECTIONS
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P7: ITERATIVE DESIGN OF DOCSP7: ITERATIVE DESIGN OF DOCS
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DOCS AS A "THEORY" TO TESTDOCS AS A "THEORY" TO TEST

In a sense, many things on a software
development project are theories, or more

accurately, assertions that need to be evaluated. ...
Just because some stakeholders ... say a

requirement is valid does not mean that they are
correct. We need to evaluate even the

requirements to determine whether they de�ne
the right solution to the problem at hand. —

Spence and Bitner
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UPON INITIAL PUBLICATION, BEGIN ITERATIVE CYCLESUPON INITIAL PUBLICATION, BEGIN ITERATIVE CYCLES

Software 

development

Documentation 

development
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RECAP OF ARGUMENTRECAP OF ARGUMENT
Technology is getting simpler on the front-end for
end-users
But the code underneath is becoming increasingly
specialized/complex
Tech writers are generalists, not specialists
To provide value in specialist contexts, tech writers
must exploit the gaps
These gaps are (1) doc tools/processes, (2)
understanding user feedback/experiences, and (3)
information usability
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WHERE TO GET MORE INFOWHERE TO GET MORE INFO

Essay series: http://bit.ly/genandspecialisttrendspart1
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INTERACTIVE SURVEYSINTERACTIVE SURVEYS
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QUESTIONS?QUESTIONS?
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Tom Johnson 

—  
—  
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THE ENDTHE END
idratherbewriting.com
@tomjohnson
tomjoht@gmail.com
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