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Foreword

Ann Rockley has been talking about content strategy and intelligent content for over a decade. Why haven’t the rest of us been talking about it, too?

Perhaps Ann’s vision of content as a business asset was simply ahead of its time. Maybe the idea of “intelligent content”—content that’s free from the constraints of a document or page, and therefore free to adapt to any context or platform—didn’t seem as applicable to our challenges as, say, a website redesign or migrating to a new content management system. Of course, none of our tactics seem to have solved the core challenge enterprises have faced: ineffective, poorly organized, and laborious content processes.

So here we are, stuck with the same challenges we had last year, and the year before that, and the year before—you get the picture. On top of it all, we’re dealing with the constant introduction of new platforms where we need to (or should) make content available to our customers. There are countless new opportunities to deliver the right content, to the right people, in the right place, and at the right time. How can we take advantage of them without starting from scratch?

The good news is, we don’t have to. It’s very likely that your organization has at least some form of content infrastructure; the question is, how will it need to change? As Ann and her coauthor, Charles Cooper, write, “The processes and best practices to create and manage content are undergoing a dramatic shift as content creators adapt to the increasing demands of a volatile content world.” I’d call this an understatement. Content processes and best practices are evolving at the speed of light, and it’s not enough just to keep up. If you want your content to truly realize its value as a business asset, you need to be able to look ahead. And the only way you can continue to face forward toward an unknown future is to know your content is truly ready for it—no matter what may come. That’s intelligent content.

Ann Rockley is nothing short of a visionary, someone who truly understands the value of content as a business asset. Intelligent, adaptive, nimble, or agile content—call it what you will, but without it, you’ll stay mired in the content mess that’s keeping you from getting ahead. It’s time to make intelligent content a reality for your organization. Managing Enterprise Content: A Unified Content Strategy will show you how.

Kristina Halvorson


Introduction

A unified content strategy is about much more than just content. It’s about how you create content once and how you publish many times from that content. It’s about pulling together the best practices, guidelines, and content structure your organization needs to enable you to rapidly design, build, test, and deliver a customer-centric content experience across many channels.

It’s about looking back at what worked and looking forward to what can work even better. It’s about using all the resources you have in your organization: your people and teams, your departments, your technology, your vendors, your assets, your customers, and the content you have already created and will be creating.

A unified content strategy places the emphasis on “unity”—people and technology coming together to produce content that serves the needs of everyone who reads and uses that content.

Is this an easy task? No. But it’s a necessary one as organizations battle it out in competitive markets for the attention of their most precious resource—their customers!

In this book, we will explore all the aspects of creating a unified content strategy. We’ll show you the pitfalls to avoid, and we’ll explain what you can do and how you can do it to create a unified content strategy that serves your organization’s needs now and well into the future.

Who should read this book?

This book was written with a number of audiences in mind. It is designed to assist content managers who are responsible for creating and managing content in many different channels for many types of customers. Content managers will learn what they need to know about what is involved in developing what we call a unified content strategy.

This book is also designed for content strategists who are responsible for designing an effective content strategy not for just one channel, but for multiple channels. Content strategists will receive practical advice on analyzing the requirements for and developing a unified content strategy.

This book is also designed for authors, specifically anyone responsible for creating structured, modular content for multichannel products. Authors will receive practical advice on structured writing, writing for multiple channels, and collaborative authoring.

How this book is organized

This book is divided into five sections. Each section focuses on a particular aspect of creating a unified content strategy and how that serves to help you manage your content. You do not have to read this book in chronological order, but it is designed to lead you through the logical stages of implementing a unified content strategy.

Part 1: “The basis of a unified content strategy” (Chapters 1–2)

This section provides an understanding of what makes up a unified content strategy, and why it’s such an important foundation for getting content out to the right customer at the right time and in the right format. We also explain the concept of a sustainable and intelligent content strategy—one that will deliver maximum benefit to the users of content while minimizing the cost to the organization.

Part 2: “Where does a unified content strategy fit?” (Chapters 3–6)

In this section, we discuss the implications of what content means for organizations today. We explore the issues of content as a strategic asset, how content can be delivered to customers through multichannel delivery mechanisms, and what content strategists must think about as they prepare for that multichannel delivery. We also talk about the concept of content reuse and how organizations can reuse content to their advantage.

Part 3: “Performing a substantive audit: Determining business requirements” (Chapters 7–11)

Customers are the reason for your business’s existence, your products and services, and your content. In this section, we explain how you can understand your customers’ needs and your organization’s needs for unified content. We show you a discovery process we call the substantive audit, which allows you to figure out what processes you are using to produce your content and how you can unify those processes. We’ll discuss ways to identify the dangers and the opportunities available to your organization as you begin the process of creating a unified content strategy. We’ll show you how to perform a content audit that gets to the heart of the issue—your content and how it suits your audiences. And then we’ll help you pull together the big picture as you visualize your unified content strategy and the content lifecycle that is part and parcel of it.

Part 4: “Developing a unified content strategy” (Chapters 12–17)

At the heart of a unified content strategy is the methodology involved in creating models for your content, determining how you want to reuse content, defining how people produce content, and managing all the change that has to take place in your organization to make your content strategy effective. We’ll show you what content modeling actually is, and we’ll show you what the different types of content reuse are. We’ll discuss how you pull together all the tasks and processes that are required for implementing a successful content strategy through workflow. We’ll tell you about the information (the metadata) that you’ll need to track your content. Then we’ll focus on creating the content—why you need to separate format from content and how you can create structured writing guidelines that will help you in setting up collaborative authoring.

Part 5: “Supporting your unified content strategy” (Chapters 18–20)

A unified content strategy depends on the people, and the roles they fill, to support it. We’ll discuss the type of roles you’ll need—and you’ll probably find some new roles that you’ll need to introduce to your organization. Along with people, technology also needs to support your unified content strategy, so we’ll discuss XML, the underlying technology that makes modern content management systems possible. At the end, we’ll wrap up with a discussion about how you can integrate content management into your environment, what types of authoring tools are available, workflow systems you can set up, and delivery mechanisms you can choose.

At what level is this book written?

This book is written with the assumption that readers have some exposure to the concepts of content strategy, but that most readers do not understand the concepts of a unified content strategy and what has to be done to implement one. It is designed to ensure that all the concepts are clear no matter what your existing knowledge level is.

What you should take away

This book will assist you in creating, implementing, and managing your unified content strategy. It will help you define your requirements and build your vision, design your content strategy, understand the tools, and overcome the hurdles of creating and managing content in a multichannel world. We hope that it will help you see the broad spectrum of a unified content strategy and how you can escape the tyranny of format.


Part 1: The basis of a unified content strategy

1 The basis of a unified content strategy

2 Intelligent content

Content can be considered the lifeblood of an organization; without meaningful content that supports products, services, and business processes, an organization would soon wither away. In Chapter 1, “Content: The lifeblood of an organization,” we explore how to get content out to the right customer at the right time and in the right format. We introduce the concept of a unified content strategy and discuss the implications of what the “content silo trap” can mean for an organization’s success.

One of the challenges facing anyone considering a content strategy, whether on the scale of a single web offering or a global enterprise, is sustainability. In Chapter 2, “Intelligent content,” we discuss how intelligent content supports a unified content strategy. An intelligent unified content strategy doesn’t just happen—it’s the result of a coherent plan under which content will be designed, developed, and deployed to achieve maximum benefit to the customer and the organization while minimizing the cost to the organization.


Chapter 1. Content: The lifeblood of an organization

Organizations create tremendous volumes of content to support their products, services, and business processes. Getting content out to the right customer at the right time and in the right format is critical to an organization’s success. Not only do organizations generate a tremendous amount of content, they have many different audiences, each with its own goals. Some want you to deliver content to them, others are searching for answers to questions that you’ll provide, and still others want to be engaged in the content process. Making that content available to them means providing your content in a variety of channels including print, Web, mobile, eBook, app, and more.

This chapter introduces the concept of a unified content strategy, including the causes and effects of the content silo trap and the components of a unified content strategy.

Content: Where does it all come from?

A typical organization has multiple content creation groups who design, create, manage, and distribute information. Virtually every department within an organization touches content in some way. For example, marketing and sales produces information designed to convince both prospects and existing customers to purchase their products and services. They create most of the customer-facing content for the Web, including a wide variety of sales and promotional collateral (newsletters, brochures, white papers) as well as other types of content, including press releases, annual reports, and content destined for use on social networks.

Technical publications is another area where a great deal of customer content is created, managed, delivered, and stored. Technical publications departments create content that assists customers with using products and services, including guides, help, and other reference materials. They also contribute to online customer support centers.

Customer service departments respond to requests for immediate assistance from prospects and customers alike. To help service representatives respond to inquiries, customer service departments typically produce and maintain frequently asked questions (FAQs) and problem-tracking databases, and will often contribute to a knowledge center that may be used by both internal and external customers.

Learning groups assist customers in embracing new products and developing new skills through practical, task-oriented instruction. They produce products such as training (classroom, self-paced, virtual classroom), and a variety of eLearning materials (Web, mobile).

Some organizations exist specifically to produce content. For instance, publishers produce trade books, textbooks and associated learning materials, magazines, and journals. Increasingly they’re challenged to produce digital versions of those products such as eBooks, enhanced eBooks, interactive web content, and apps.

While these examples are not all inclusive and not necessarily representative of how all organizations are structured, they serve to illustrate the many possible variations and iterations of content churned into various information products, destined for an increasing array of devices, and consumed by many different audiences.

A unified content strategy brings together the planning and design for all customer-facing content to ensure a seamless customer experience from first contact through purchase, usage, and support. Happy customers who are supported at every point in their content lifecycle are repeat customers. One of the biggest challenges in implementing a unified content strategy is identifying and breaking down the “silos,” which is where we’ll begin.

Understanding the content silo trap

Too often, content is created by authors working in isolation from others within the organization. Walls are erected between content areas and even within content areas. This leads to content being created, and recreated, and recreated, often with changes or differences introduced at each iteration. No one has a complete picture of the customer’s content requirements and no one has the responsibility to manage the customer experience. Organizations fail to understand that content is their product. Content is the lifeblood of the organization. Without content their product or service does not exist. Content is either “tossed over the wall” to the next group in the content creation process or forgotten about in the rush to the next deliverable. We call this the content silo trap (see Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1. The content silo trap.

The effects of silos

The content silo trap is like plaque in your arteries, inhibiting the blood flow to your vital organs. If silos hinder the flow of information, the organization is unable to function effectively or respond rapidly to threats and opportunities.

Content silos result in increased costs, decreased productivity, reduced quality, ineffective content, and unhappy customers. The effects of content silos are numerous, costly, and insidious, as illustrated below.

Higher cost of content creation, management, and delivery

When content is created multiple times, by multiple people, in multiple departments, and delivered in multiple ways, the costs to create and deliver content increase exponentially. Each and every rendition produces additional expense. When translation is added to the mix, costs escalate each time content is translated.

Duplication of effort

Authors work on many different types of projects. They create content that will be consumed by customers on a variety of devices, such as computers, tablets, and smartphones; for different customers, including decision-makers, influencers, and end users; or for different contexts—marketing, sales, support, training, and more. Authors use their domain knowledge to carefully craft content to meet both the needs of the customer and the requirements of the presentation format.

Because they work in deadline-driven environments, authors often don’t share their good ideas, lessons learned, best practices, and finished work with others working on similar projects. They don’t expect others to share these things with them. This lack of collaboration results in errors and inconsistencies in the information provided to customers, which in turn causes confusion and aggravation, and harms the customer experience. Poor customer experiences are costly. They increase support costs, damage brand loyalty, and result in lost sales.

For example, a medical devices company created a mobile web app. The marketing department developed all the design and functionality within their own team. However, they were unaware that the product content team had launched a mobile version of the patient content more than six months previously. The product content team had done extensive usability testing and prototyping of the content to meet patients’ needs. While the mobile app functioned well, there was no coherence between the two mobile applications. They didn’t look as if they were produced by the same company and they functioned differently. The failure to communicate resulted in duplication of effort and confused customers.

Explosion of mobile devices

The content creation world is becoming increasingly complex, with multiple operating systems, differing standards, and an increasing number of devices. Organizations are unable to deliver their content to multiple channels without manually converting the content each time. They don’t have enough resources to manage the daily work, let alone the creation of multiple parallel versions. Content is no longer in sync, resulting in errors and customer frustration.

For example, an organization with a very successful website was receiving a growing number of complaints from smartphone users trying to access it. The site is impossible to navigate on mobile. In response to customer complaints, they develop a mobile app for the iPhone, but when they go to reuse the website content they find that even when the issues of navigation are solved, the content is too long and not modular enough to display effectively on mobile. They begin the process of reworking their content for mobile, but end up having two silos of content, one for the desktop version of the website and one for the mobile version. This situation doubles the amount of effort required to produce a single piece of information. Bad news, especially when they’re also being asked to support content on tablets and other devices. They don’t have the bandwidth to handle another massive project and are finding it difficult to manage the content they have, let alone repurpose it for use on another device.

Poor communication

When walls are erected within an organization, vital information is hidden from all the areas that need it. Poor communication is evident when one group fails to inform another that something has changed, that something exists, that something is wrong, or that something has been discontinued. Poor communication can also occur within a group or department.

For example, a company that sold mobile devices had a very fast product-to-market process. They had been losing ground to the competition, so they put together a marketing campaign to sell a new device at a significant discount. They worked rapidly to get the campaign materials out onto their social network properties, on the radio, in the newspaper, to retail outlets, and on the Web; however, they failed to communicate the promotion to customer service. The morning of the campaign kickoff the phone lines were flooded and customer service representatives had absolutely no information about the promotion. As a result they were unprepared to help customers who wanted to take advantage of the offer.

Reduced awareness of other initiatives

Seldom are content challenges limited to one area or department within an organization. All too often, the problem that negatively impacts one department is the same problem being experienced in another. Because they operate in silos, each group launches its own independent initiatives to solve its issues. Disparate initiatives waste time and money.

The content silo trap prevents organizations from collaborating in significant ways. If each group solves its problems independently, and all the initiatives come to fruition, they’ll likely result in incompatible technology solutions, disparate process changes, and increased costs. In addition, one group may be forced to use a product or to implement a process that’s inappropriate for their purposes.

For example, in one organization, the web team needed a content management system. They carefully specified their requirements, solicited proposals from software vendors, and made a selection. Customer support, which encompasses product content, training, and frontline customer support, also needed a content management system. After careful research, they presented their business case to management for the product they decided to purchase. Because the web team had already purchased a content management system, the company decided against purchasing a second one and told the customer support area to use the same system. While the selected web content management system met the needs of the web team, it wasn’t the right solution for customer support. As a result, customer support was forced to make the wrong type of system fit their needs.

In other situations we see multiple areas purchasing multiple content management systems with combined costs of millions.

Lack of consistency and standardization

When content is created in multiple areas by multiple authors, it invariably differs, resulting in mixed or even incorrect information being produced. This not only causes confusion, it can be expensive, as illustrated in the following example.

A corporation was launching a new product that required both product content and instructional materials. The technical communications team met with both the engineering and product marketing groups to learn how the product worked so they could create a series of deliverables, including the user guide, a reference guide, and online help. The instructional designers from the learning group also met with the engineers and product marketing groups. They gathered the information they needed to develop training materials for the new product.

Because the two groups worked in isolation and failed to collaborate with one another, they created two different experiences for the customer. This lack of collaboration resulted in significant confusion for customers and extra costs to the organization.

Customers suffer

While organizations suffer from the negative impact of content silos, customers are the real victims. When information exists in multiple areas, it often differs in content, style, tone, and message. Customers don’t know which one is correct, most up to date, or comprehensive. When customers encounter these inconsistencies, they become understandably confused. Sometimes confusion leads to aggravation. Inconsistency damages the customer experience.

What causes content silos?

Most organizations don’t set out to create silos; rather, silos are a result of organizational structure and other pressures. Frequently, authors lack awareness of what others are doing elsewhere in the organization. They have a lot on their plate—always too much to do, and rarely enough time to do it in. As requirements grow there never seem to be enough resources available to do what needs to be done. There isn’t adequate time for them to find out what other groups are doing, especially when those other groups are just as busy focusing on their own activities. And so the content silo trap continues.

All this struggling to get things done can result in isolation and a sometimes deliberate desire to “block out” other activities. Authors are often unaware that their actions may have a negative impact on others and actually damage the profitability of the organization.

Lack of awareness, shortage of time, and inconsistent amounts of information are prime contributors to silos within organizations. However, the content creation process itself is one that often occurs in isolation, leading to potential inconsistencies and extra work.

Authors take great pride in the materials they create. They have strong ideas about what’s appropriate for their content areas, how that content should be organized, structured, and displayed, and how it’s different from other content being created in the organization. Authors mistakenly believe that the process of creating content should vary based on the audience who’ll consume the content or the device on which it will be displayed.

In addition, when creating content, authors often lack the tools or time to search out existing content, perceiving that it’s faster to start from scratch than to spend the time figuring out if content already exists. In a typical organization, content is stored in file systems that allow searching only by file name or file date. This makes it very difficult to search through multitudes of files on multiple servers. To find content, authors have to know exactly what they’re looking for and where it’s likely to be stored. If an organization does have a content or document management system, the content is seldom organized or classified with reuse in mind, so authors may have to search through volumes of incongruent information to identify the piece they want to reuse.

Traditionally, information-reuse opportunities have been difficult for organizations to identify. Generally, each content creation group develops its own processes, and while interrelated processes typically occur for content review cycles, they don’t occur for content creation cycles. Unless groups identify the commonality of their content, content creation processes remain isolated, making it difficult for content to be identified and reused across an organization.

What is a unified content strategy?

A unified content strategy is a repeatable method of identifying all content requirements up front, creating consistently structured content for reuse, managing that content in a definitive source, and assembling content on demand to meet customer needs. A unified content strategy can help organizations avoid the content silo trap, reducing the costs of creating, managing, and distributing content, and ensuring that content effectively supports both organizational and customer needs. A unified content strategy makes it possible to deliver content to any customer, anywhere, and on any device without having to rework the content at every stage.

You start by analyzing your customers, content, organizational needs, processes, and technology. You examine such things as:

• Who needs and uses what content (what content needs to be created, for whom, and by whom)

• How effectively the content currently supports the customer

• How content is currently created, managed, and delivered

Once you have a thorough understanding of all the information needs within your organization and the processes you currently use to create it, you can determine how to start unifying it, first from the authoring perspective.

In a unified environment, departments and authors need to work together as a team to create content “objects” that can be assembled in a number of different “information products,” for a number of different platforms that run on a number of different devices. Instead of writing entire documents, authors create “components” or modules of content that are compiled into an information product, such as a website, a training manual, or a marketing brochure. Some components of content comprise the “core,” that is, the information that’s reused across information products, while other content components are unique.

Unified content strategy benefits

A unified content strategy is a formal and coherent content strategy. When organizations adopt a unified content strategy, they can rely on content being the same wherever it appears, providing both internal and external customers with a consistent experience. No longer do organizations have to worry about contradicting themselves with differing information; where duplication occurs, it’s the same content. A unified content strategy is also a coherent customer-focused content strategy that enables an organization to meet customer needs at every point in the content lifecycle. And it allows for the support of the ever-increasing number of devices.

A unified content strategy offers several benefits, including the following:

Faster time-to-market

Faster time-to-market is achieved through shorter content creation and maintenance cycles. When following a unified content strategy, authors spend less time repeatedly writing content because they reuse existing content wherever possible, supplementing it with new or modified content where appropriate. Content is no longer recreated for every channel; content is automatically adapted for the device. Reviewers also spend less time reviewing content because they only have to review new or changed content; existing content has already been reviewed and approved.

Better use of finite resources

In a unified content strategy, resources are optimized because the repetitive processes of content creation and maintenance are reduced. And because people are required to do less repetitive and manual work, everyone involved in the content creation process can spend time adding value to content and responding to new requirements.

Reduced costs

In a unified content strategy, the costs of creating and managing content are reduced. Less work is required to get a product to market, not only decreasing internal costs, but potentially increasing revenue. Content is modified or corrected once instead of multiple times, reducing maintenance costs. Translation costs are slashed because reusable content is translated only once instead of multiple times; derivatives of that content are eliminated or reduced.

Improved quality of content

A unified content strategy helps to improve the quality of content. Content is clearly modeled for consistent structure, increasing its readability and usability. Issues of inaccurate content, inconsistent content, or missing content are reduced or eliminated.

Unlimited device delivery

Unified content isn’t limited to one device for delivery. Content can be automatically adapted to multiple devices with little or no human intervention, reducing costs and increasing speed to delivery. When a new device comes along, it’s a simple matter of creating another set of rules that adapts the source content to the new device. Gone are the days of handcrafting deliverables and reworking content!

Scope of a unified content strategy

Your unified content strategy can encompass the content created by a single department, across multiple departments, and between organizational groups or divisions, or it can span the entire enterprise. It may include delivering content destined for single output format or device, or for many devices such as Web, print, smartphone, tablet or eReader. You may choose to start in one area of the organization and then expand your efforts to other departments. No matter which path you choose, you need to determine what makes the most sense for your organization, now and into the future. The remainder of this book will help you to identify your organizational needs, the processes for creating a unified content strategy, and the technology for supporting it.

Summary

Content is created in every area of your organization. Unfortunately, if yours is like most, your content is created in silos, by authors working within a single group or department in isolation from one another. This lack of collaboration leads to increased costs, decreased productivity, reduced quality, and increased errors and inconsistencies of content. Working in isolation without collaboration is known as the content silo trap.

A unified content strategy can help your organization avoid the content silo trap, reduce the costs of creating, managing, and distributing content, and ensure that your content effectively supports both organizational goals and customer needs. A unified content strategy is a repeatable method of identifying all content requirements up front, creating consistently structured content for reuse, managing that content in a definitive source, and assembling content on demand to meet customer needs.

A unified content strategy results in:

• Faster time-to-market

• Better use of resources

• Reduced costs

• Increased quality and consistency

• Multidevice delivery

Only a formal unified content strategy can ensure that your organization is addressing all the problems of content in a repeatable, systematic manner. Your customers will benefit from a unified content strategy, and your company will too!


Chapter 2. Intelligent content

One of the challenges facing anyone considering a content strategy, whether on the scale of a single web offering or a global enterprise, is sustainability. It’s only with intelligent content that it becomes possible to talk about a sustainable enterprise content strategy. Automation can be used to minimize the time, effort, and money needed to apply a good content strategy. However, automation doesn’t just happen; content must be consciously designed to support it. An intelligent, unified content strategy establishes a coherent plan under which content will be designed, developed, and deployed to achieve maximum benefit to the customer and the organization while minimizing the cost to the organization.

What is intelligent content?

Historically, content has been managed as documents. Metadata is applied at the documents level to facilitate document search and retrieval for both the customers and the content creators. Unfortunately, metadata applied to a complete document can only adequately describe the content at a very superficial level; it can’t identify the many types of content within the document. The searcher must still examine the complete document and extract the desired information.

If we make the content intelligent by tagging and structuring it, designing and preparing it for discovery and reuse, we can be freed from managing it within the “black box” of a complete document. We can move forward to actually managing the content itself once we take the step of making it intelligent.

Intelligent content is content that is structurally rich and semantically categorized, and is therefore automatically discoverable, reusable, reconfigurable, and adaptable.

Too much of today’s content is stuck in formats that don’t allow you to easily publish to various channels. For example, content destined for a print magazine can’t easily be displayed on the Web with the same look and feel unless you store it as a PDF. And you can’t easily take interactive content destined for the Web and publish it as an attractive, print-based magazine. The problem is that most content is locked within that formatting and changing it takes a lot of additional work and expense. You can’t hope to be responsive to mobile let alone the latest flavor of device to hit the market when your content is wrapped in the straitjacket of format-specific information.

Instead of thinking about how we visually design the content, we need to start thinking about what content is required, by whom, when, in what circumstance, and in conjunction with other content or interactivity. To do this the content has to be structurally rich and semantically enabled.

And it’s not just about format. If we’re to truly make our content accessible to customers, it has to be discoverable. When you have unstructured, untagged, unintelligent content, the information you or your customers are looking for is likely to be hard to find. You have to rely on brute-force search methods to find information. Intelligent content allows you to take advantage of the information contained within the content to make the content more discoverable.

Understanding intelligent content

Let’s take a look at each of the pieces of the definition for intelligent content to understand it better.

Structurally rich

To make our content intelligent so that the system can automatically process it, we need to add structure. Structure is the hierarchical order in which content occurs in an information product. An information product can be a web page, a book, an eBook, a brochure, a training course, and so on. Information products have recognizable structures that are repeated each time the information product is created. Information products consist of components (topics) that also have structure within them.

Structurally rich content is easier for organizations to manage across different products, channels, and departments and it’s easier for authors to write.

Structure is everywhere in content. The more consistent and detailed the structure, the easier it is for customers to read and use the content, and the easier it is for authors to write it.

Structure also makes it possible to manipulate the content. For example, we can automatically determine how to publish content to multiple channels (print, Web, mobile) by mapping the structure of the content to a particular style in the output. Or we can filter out some content (for example, tables may not work as well in the mobile environment, so we design a different method of displaying the information that doesn’t rely on tables). We can perform searches or narrow our search to the particular type of information we’re interested in (for example, all occurrences of a word in the context of a specific element such as a positioning statement).

Structure also frees authors to think about the content itself, rather than the way it should be organized and written, because that’s already been laid out, for example, through templates and guidelines.

Understanding structure

To understand structure, let’s look at the structure of three different recipes:

• Celery salad

• Chocolate-dipped strawberries

• Beer can chicken

In these examples, the semantic structure of the recipes is illustrated.

What does “semantic” mean? It’s a word you hear a lot these days, often without much explanation.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word semantic as:

1. the study of the meanings of words and phrases

2. the meaning of words, phrases, or systems

We’ve italicized the key element in both of these definitions—the word meaning(s).

For example, in a Microsoft Word file we have style tags (headers, bullets, and so on), but they’re all about what the content looks like. Headers are larger than the body copy, bullets are indented, numbered lists have numbers in front of them, and most of the other text is tagged as Normal. You can see what the content looks like, but it tells you nothing about the content.

The styles in Microsoft Word imply a hierarchy through the use of font size and indentation, but there is no real hierarchy. For example, a paragraph follows a section title. You can delete the section title and the paragraph remains and Word displays no error messages. In a structured document, the paragraph would have been inserted in the section as a structure that is “under” (subordinate to) the title. If you attempted to delete the section, the system would warn you that you are also going to delete the following dependent elements: section, title, and paragraph.

Compare that with semantically structured content. The text that may be tagged as Normal (in an unstructured Word file) could be tagged as Ingredient in the structured content. This tagging immediately informs the author what information must be placed in that location, and allows us (in the future) to search those places and know that the information we find there consists of ingredients, not just random text. It can also enable us to display the ingredients differently depending on the device. Similarly, in Microsoft Word, a numbered list implies a series of steps, but Word doesn’t “enforce” this structure. In a structured document, a Step must contain an instruction (chop carrots) or action. So as soon as we say something is a Step, the author knows that an instruction or action is required—just as when we say Ingredient, the author knows exactly what to write.

Recipe 1

See Figure 2.1 for the celery salad recipe and semantic structure.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.1. Celery salad recipe and associated semantic structure.

Recipe 2

The semantic structure of the chocolate-dipped strawberries recipe is pretty similar to the first one, with one addition. Notice the extra information after the set of instructions. This is a suggestion to the cook, so we’ve added a semantic structure called Suggestion. Notice as well that the step numbers in this recipe have a period after the number, and they don’t in the celery salad recipe. However, the addition of the period is format (how it looks), not structure. Format is handled by the stylesheet, so we can ignore this difference. Stylesheets map your structure to a defined layout, for example, all numbered lists are automatically numbered and have a period following the step number.

The combined semantic structure for both Recipe 1 and Recipe 2 is shown in Figure 2.2.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.2. Chocolate-dipped strawberries recipe and associated semantic structure.

Recipe 3

Look at Recipe 3 in Figure 2.3. There’s actually a recipe within the recipe: the beer can chicken recipe contains the rub recipe. So if you create a structured component for recipes, you could then include a recipe within a recipe or use a number of recipes to create a larger recipe.

In addition, both recipes contain a Description at the beginning.

We know, many of you are probably saying your content isn’t anything like a recipe. We use recipes to communicate the concepts. Refer to Chapter 12, “Content modeling: Adaptive content design” for a model for a value proposition and Chapter 16, “It’s all about the content” for a model for product descriptions.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.3. Beer can chicken, Italian rub, and associated semantic structure.

The importance of structuring content

By creating and using well-structured content, you create more opportunities for reuse across information products, product families, audiences, and channels. In a structured-authoring environment, where authors follow the same rules or guidelines for each element of content, the potential for reuse is greatly enhanced.

When content isn’t structured, many problems arise. Not only is unstructured content difficult for customers to follow, it’s also difficult for authors to create. And it’s almost impossible to automate your delivery processes without structure. Content in one format can’t be automatically converted to another.

To quote Anne Mulcahy, former CEO of Xerox Corporation, on this subject:

Unstructured content is stupid and old-fashioned. It’s costly, complex, and does not generate a competitive advantage.

Benefits of structured content

There are a number of benefits associated with structured content:

• Reduced costs: Structured content is less costly to create, manage, and deliver. Authors spend less time creating content, and reviewers spend less time reviewing content. Costs of publishing can be virtually eliminated and the costs of adapting your content for multiple devices can be significantly reduced.

• Speed: It’s faster to create content when there’s a pattern to follow. It takes a lot of the guesswork out of trying to determine if “Every recipe has an introductory paragraph” is a structural rule. A structure guides the author in creating the appropriate content.

• Consistency: When we read or use content, we get used to seeing the same types of information in the same place. When things change (when the formatting or structure differs), and there’s no obvious reason for the change, our comprehension slows down. Unexpected or unexplainable change reduces the usability of the information. Developing comprehensive, effective structures can eliminate the inconsistencies that drive customers mad.

• Reuse: The creation of structured content ensures that reusable components are truly reusable, that their reuse is transparent, and that all content appears unified, whether it’s reused or not.

• Predictability: Predictability drives consistency. When information is presented and structured consistently, customers get used to the patterns and structures they see. They can find the information faster and understand it more easily because it’s predictable. Predictability is also very important for automating publication. It’s easier to create stylesheets and automated processing instructions for controlled structures than for ad hoc structures.

Semantically categorized

When we talk about semantically categorized content, we’re talking about content that’s been identified as “meaning something” and is related to other, similar content. We do this by applying metadata to the content, or tagging the content.

So you might tag your content as being related to a particular industry, for example, industry=medical or industry=pharmaceutical. You might identify it as being written for a particular audience: audience=physician, audience=pharmacist, or audience=patient.
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Beer can chicken

Beer can chicken has to be one of the easiest and tastiest ways to cook
chicken on the grill It makes the chicken moist and flavorful. Ifyou prefer
not to use beer, you can use an empty soda canfilled with water. The liquid
makes the chicken moist.

You can just place the chicken over the beer can, we suggest you buy
aninexpensive beer canstand to provide stability to the chicken and catch
the drips so that you don't start a fire in your grill

1whole chicken
1canbeer
Italian rub

Rinse the chicken inside and out.

Smother with rub.

Pour out 1/3 of the beer. Place the open beer can inthe beer can stand.
Slide the whole chicken down over the stand so that the stand fitsinto
s cavity.

Heat on high (400 F) for 10 minutes.

Reduce heat on the burner under the chicken to low; leave the other
burner on medium. Cook for approximately 1 hour.

7. Checkfor doneness in the thigh with a meat thermometer (180 F/82 C).

BwNp

ow

Caution: Wash your hands and all kitchen utensils with hot, soapy water

after working with raw chicken.

Be careful when carrying the cooked [~

chicken and beer can stand asthe fat | Beer can chicken and rub
in the bottom will be very hot.

Recipe

Italian rub

Italian rub adds the flavor of Italy to your Ingredient
chicken. pirections
1% thsp oregano Step
1tbsp parsley

1 tbsp basil leaves Recipe

1 tsp onion powder Title

Y% tsp pepper Description
%itsp salt Ingredients
olive ol (enough to make thick paste) Ingredient

Directions
step

and marinate in the refrigerator for about
10 to 20 minutes before gril
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Celery salad

o 2tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

2 thsp white wine vinegar
o Ycup plus 2 thsp feta cheese, crumbled

o Ytspblack pepper

« Lbunch celery, thinly sliced on the diagonal
o 4scallions, thinly sliced

o Ycup fresh parsley, roughly chopped

1 Inalarge bowl whisk together the oil, vinegar, % cup cheese,
and pepper until smooth.

2 Addthe celery, scallions, and Celery Salad

parsley and toss to combine. Recipe

3 Sprinkle with the remaining Title

cheese.

Ingredients
Ingredient

Directions.
step
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Chocolate-dipped strawberries

o Agood quality chocolate bar (60-70% cocoa)
* Onecontainer strawberries, washed, hulled and patted dry

Directions:

1. Breakup the chocolate into small pieces.

2. Put¥% of the bar in a double boiler over lightly boiling

(simmering) water.

Melt the chocolate, stirring occasionally.

4. Remove from heat and add the remainder of the chocolate
until melted.

5. Placea sheet of wax paper on a cookie tray.

6. Lightly dip the strawberries into the chocolate and lay on
tray.

7. Refrigerate for 15 minutes or longer.

@

Ifthere’s only you or a small

number of people, simply melt Chocolate-dipped
10r2 squares of chocolate strawberries
instead of the whole bar Recipe

and enjoy! Title

Ingredients
Ingredient
Directions

:
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