
How does your garden grow?
David Jones and Richard Pineger use a gardening analogy 
to explore the management of content in Author-it.
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get to buy and arrange all your lovely new plants.
Unfortunately, filling your content database is 

not always an unalloyed pleasure. The writers and 
illustrators among us no doubt enjoy generating 
brand new content but the reality is that most 
organisations implementing a CMS will already 
have a lot of content that needs to go into it. The 
import process is not without its challenges.

Amanda Caley’s article last year (Communicator, 
Spring 2007, page 12–15) provided an overview of 
the stages involved in migrating to Authorit. As 
she said, the task is not to be underestimated or 
entered into lightly. Importing several thousand 
pages of content was no mean feat for us and, to 
maximise reuse, the content had to be in good 
health before we started. However, establishing 
strong roots at this stage meant that our CMS 
has since grown with few problems.

 Before importing any content, we edited all 
the Word files carefully. We deleted redundant 
content and also all common content that was 
already in the CMS. We used Authorit variables 
(see panels) to record the original source and 
type of documentation as we went.

 ‘Fail to plan — plan to fail’ is a truism that 
should not be underestimated. Good planning is 
imperative: you must know what you are importing 
and where it should go. You must set up a folder 
structure and allow enough time to complete the 
import properly. In our case, this was six months.

Achieving all this while continuing to document 
your products can be difficult. Using Richard as a 
dedicated resource enabled our technical writers 
to continue with their jobs. Within a month, all 
new product documentation was being created 
in Authorit and sat alongside imported legacy 
content. Soon we began to reuse content.

Organising your borders
To achieve the most striking results, garden borders 
need to be carefully planned and then adjusted as plants 
pass in and out of season. Planting to a good initial 
plan saves time but you can later make adjustments 
to suit changing conditions and new ideas.

The same is true of your CMS. A sound initial 
design saves you time but good tools will provide 
various features to enable you to manage your 
content in future. Folders are critical to content 
organisation in Authorit, as they are used by 
both structure and security features.

Authorit uses object IDs to manage objects 
and the information that it holds about each 
object includes its place in the folder structure. 
This means that objects (including topics, 
images and hyperlinks) may be moved around 
without affecting the books, templates or related 

Mary Mary quite contrary,
How does your garden grow?

With silver bells and cockle shells
And pretty maids all in a row.

Mary knew quite well that her garden grew best with 
nurture, and we know that the same rule applies to 
content management. No matter which product you 
use, it is not the tool that manages your content: that 
‘little’ job is up to you. After you have planted your 
content and it begins to grow, you have to act like 
a gardener: weeding, pruning and transplanting it. 
Without this, you will find that your content quickly 
becomes overgrown and unmanageable — just 
like a badly maintained garden.

For six months last year, we at Martin Dawes 
Systems restructured and migrated over 7,000 
pages of documents from Microsoft Word to 
a content management system (CMS). As the 
resulting database grew, it became clear that 
we needed to manage our content proactively 
throughout the process. As Sacha Fedia says on page 
39, it is the quality of the database that determines 
the quality of the output. In this article, we describe 
some of the techniques we have used to maintain 
the quality of our database. To make the subject 
more tangible, we have rooted our descriptions 
in the gardening analogy with which we began.

Choosing your plot
The first step in planting a garden is to select 
a plot. The choice you make here determines 
many aspects of your planting, which will be 
restricted by light, soil and other factors.

The same is true for your choice of CMS: its 
features will influence the processes that you 
are able to implement. Our organisation chose 
Authorit. This is a tool for authoring, managing 
and publishing content to multiple deliverables, 
which allows all content to be designed, written 
and managed within one relational database.

Figure 1 shows the layout of the Authorit 
user interface. The main window remains in 
the background so that you can drag and drop 
content that you want to reuse. It has a folder 
structure and search facility on the left to help 
with navigation and retrieval, and a list of objects 
on the right. An editing window is overlaid in 
Figure 1, with topics on the left and the content 
of the selected topic on the right.

 Authorit has an Administrator module, which 
you can use to set up users, folder permissions, 
release states, variables and archive settings.

Planting your seedlings
Stocking your garden is probably one of the most 
enjoyable phases of gardening. This is when you 
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objects that use them or are used by them.
The object ID is a unique key that is incremented for 

every object ever added to your Authorit database. 
This makes it useful in searches and for differentiating 
between objects that end up with the same description, 
whether accidentally or deliberately.

The fact that there are no barriers to rearranging 
topics in Authorit enabled us to adopt a different 
structure during the import process (by functional 
area) from the structure we used for creating outputs 
(by task). You can use any structure at any stage, 
chosen to suit the needs of your team at that time.

Although it is possible to use only one folder, and 
then to use books, searches and relationships to 
work through the content, this is not recommended 
because of the role that folders play in setting 
up security permissions. Folders also provide 
users with a familiar working environment in 
which they can manage related objects.

In even the most logical folder structure, some 
subjects span several folders. Books solve this problem 
by adding another level of organisation to your content. 
You can arrange content from several different folders 
into one book, not just for publishing but also as a 
container to aid content retrieval. For example, our 
main product runs on two operating systems: folders 
divide the content first by operating system and then 
by task; books combine the content by function.

Controlling the weeds
One of the worst jobs in the garden is the never
ending chore of weeding. This may be a light 
hoeing to chop up seedlings before they gain a 
hold, or it may be a major excavation to extricate a 
tree or shrub that has been too long overlooked.

Our legacy content contained repetition, where 
information had been copied into different documents. 
We had to weed out these chunks, both short passages 
such as menu selections and longer ones such as 
descriptions, and recombine them so that everything 
was written only once. This was a largely manual 
task that relied on the writer spotting similarities 
in bits of information and then combining them.

Reusing as much content as possible was one of 
our main requirements. It became one of our biggest 
challenges and one of our biggest successes.

On import, we had several thousand pieces of 
content that were divided into reasonably sized 
topics. New content was still being written for 
new releases. Much of the content was written 
as stepped procedures, which were divided 
into their constituent blocks. Each block is a 
single step that is used in more than one topic; 
these are then embedded into topics that may 
themselves contain only one unique step.

We now have several hundred reusable topics 
that are used to build most of our procedures. 
Figure 2 illustrates how two steps are made up 
from three reusable topics (the shaded portions 
indicate embedded content in Authorit). The 
first chunk is used in hundreds of places. The 
second chunk is used wherever a user needs 
to select 5. The third chunk completes the 
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Figure 1. The plot — the Author-it user interface

Figure 2. Combining shared content into a topic
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path and it is this topic that is embedded in 
a complete topic. Reuse in this way improves 
consistency and simplifies maintenance: to 
make a change, only one topic needs updating.

This level of granularity will not suit everyone. 
There is an overhead in setting up the topics but, for 
us, it was outweighed by the advantages described.

Pruning your plants
Every garden benefits from pruning. Slowgrowing 
plants may require only an occasional trim but 
more rampant species place correspondingly 
higher demands on the gardener.

An example of minor pruning from our database 
involved the style definitions used to format content. 
Before we restricted administration rights more 
tightly, some duplication had arisen. In several 
cases, we had pairs of styles that did the same job, 
including two for code listings (‘Preformatted’ and 

‘Code’) and two for continuation text in lists (‘List 
Bullet Continue’ and ‘List Number Continue’).

Authorit 4.5 cannot search for styles 
within topics, although you can view a style’s 
relationships to see which modules are using it. 
We developed a workaround in which we exported 
content to another format (XML), changed the 
styles there, and then reimported the content and 
deleted the unused style definitions.

We found this mechanism useful and reliable, 
not only for style management but also for 
dealing with corrupted files, but obviously it’s 
better to avoid such problems in the first place.

Stimulating blooms
A gardener has to nurture flowering plants in a 
way that encourages them to bloom. In a content 
management context, the blooms are our images 
and they are too often neglected.

We decided to embed all our images (others may 
prefer to link them) and then manage them in the 
same way as other content: weeding out duplicates, 
pruning unnecessary templates and reusing them 
in as many places as we could. Where necessary, 
we use Authorit’s capabilities to insert different 
images into printed and online outputs.

If your image names are descriptive, the <SYS_
Description> tag is useful in the alt text box to give a 
description of the graphic for users of screen readers.

Locking the gate
Once you have created your perfect garden, you 
don’t want just anyone tampering with it. In the same 
way, one of the challenges of managing content is 
controlling what users can and cannot change.

Like an inexperienced gardener who removes 
plants and leaves weeds, an inexperienced writer may 
delete useful content and add redundant content. 
Without active management, errors of this kind will 

Variables

In Author-it, variables are represented as text surrounded by angle brackets 
(for example, <D>). They are set using the Administrator module and can be 
plain text, lists or objects. There are standard system variables, which we use 
to add information about objects, and user-defined variables, which we use 
for common terms and metadata.

Using variables improves consistency. For example, our software runs 
under the System i5 operating system. Over its life, this has been referred to 
as AS400, AS 400, iseries and Iseries. We now use the variable <S> to refer 
to the current designation consistently in all documents. Using variables for 
common terms has already proved useful: the name of our main product 
changed after rebranding but we had to make only one change in the 
Administrator module rather than thousands in the database. 

Metadata is data that describes other data. It enables you to record details that 
may not be captured elsewhere. In our case, this includes software change number, 
software release, customer, product and sometimes notes or reasons for new versions. 
We use variables to record such information, usually for each book but sometimes for 
each topic. The variables are searchable so such information can be found rapidly.

Tips and tricks for variables

Content creators often forget to apply all 
the variables used in a book. Setting the 
default for all variables to an undefined 
variable (<UV>) that uses a large point 
size and prominent colour makes errors 
easy to detect in published outputs.

Using a custom template, you can set up a feedback e-mail that 
references two built-in system variables, <SYS_Version> and 
<SYS_OBJECTID>, to include the topic ID and its version in the 
subject line. We set <SYS_Version> at book level to ensure that 
the correct version number is shown in all our published books.

A topic on Garden 
Roses gives different 
outputs using one 
variable, <Roses>. The variable <Roses> 

references different object 
variables, which in turn 

reference different images. 
These are nested in a list 
variable, enabling you to 

include different images in 
different published outputs.

Photographs courtesy of w
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multiply and eventually choke the useful content.

You set the security options in Authorit using 
the Administrator module. They are flexible and 
comprehensive, although sometimes complex, 
and can be set at three levels:
1. User and Group Accounts
3. Folders
4. Release States
Each of our users belongs to one or more 
groups. A basic general group gives all users 
readonly access to all content. Other groups 
are defined broadly along departmental lines, 
with an additional administrator group that has 
unrestricted access. Permissions on other folders 
are set individually to meet specific requirements.

Departmental folders can be seen only by 
those with the necessary group permissions and by 
administrators. Product folders are accessible by 
all, but some groups (such as technical writers) 
can create and edit more objects. All users have 
a sandbox for training and experimentation, in 
which they have unrestricted access. New users 
(even technical writers) have modify access only 
to their sandbox; only when they have been 
trained do they receive full group permissions.

The creation of new template and style objects 
is limited to those with administrator privileges. 
So, if a writer feels there is a case for a new style 
or template, they must ask. Often, with a little 
guidance, they find that they can already do what 
they wanted so there is no need to create a new 
object. Thus, we avoid the need to prune objects 
that provide the same feature or function. If 
the desired function does not yet exist, and it is 
deemed to be a good idea that will not undermine 
the integrity of the database, it is added.

Release states add another level of flexibility. 
It is possible to set up a reviewer group that can 
edit only topics that are in a designated review 
state. We use a similar mechanism to control the 
versions assigned to released topics.

All these controls mean that important 
content, templates and style objects can be 

changed only by experienced users who have 
been granted appropriate permissions. For 
example, the user shown in Figure 3 can write 
only in their departmental folder but can use all 
the style and template objects in the Restricted 
folder, as well as all other content, without being 
able to change it. Basic users can change a topic 
only after they have assigned a new version to it, 
which means they are using it as the basis of a 
new topic rather than editing the existing topic.

We learned all this the hard way. Initially, we gave 
our writers unrestricted access to the database and 
ended up with many redundant style and template 
objects, and no version history. Luckily, we soon 
realised our mistake and put restrictions on access 
before starting serious work. We used Authorit’s 
archive functionality (see panel) to retrieve topics 
or objects that had been changed in error.

Following the seasons
The natural year imposes changes on your 
garden, causing plants to flourish and then fade. 
The gardener’s tasks follow the cycle, treating 
each plant according to its needs in each season.

Documents pass through phases in much the 
same way as plants. Release states are a powerful 
tool in your armoury for managing the life cycle 
of your content and recording the stage that each 
topic has reached. They are often used to define the 
document release cycle (for example, draft, review 

Author-it’s archive functionality

We gained added confidence in the integrity of our content from Author-it’s 
ability to provide a full history of changes. So, even if our security regime 
fails, we can roll back every object to previous changes. However, as Author-
it cannot restore deleted objects, the ability to delete objects needs to be 
restricted when setting up folder permissions.

History records can be stored internally inside the database, or archived 
in XML format to an external location. We have chosen to archive externally 
to prevent the size of the database ballooning out of control. However, the 
archive folder does grow large (several gigabytes to date), so make sure there 
is space on the server and backup procedures are in place.

Figure 3. Folder permissions

For more information

Author-it Yahoo User 
Group at http://tech.
groups.yahoo.com/
group/Authorit-users

Customizing HTML 
Outputs by Rhonda 
Bracey of CyberText 
Consulting at http://
www.cybertext.com.au/ 
Customizing_HTML_
outputs_from_AuthorIT.pdf
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and approval). You set them using the Administrator 
module and you can define any number of them 
to capture your entire document life cycle.

The real strength in release states, though, is 
the ability to add levels of security to each state, 
depending on the type of user. For example, a writer 
may have full access at the draft state but, as soon 
as the document is moved to review, only a reviewer 
may be allowed to make changes (possibly with only a 
subset of comment styles). We use release states most 
widely when forcing our writers to version topics.

We have far more states than mentioned here 
because we also use them as visual labels (making 
obsolete or incomplete topics, for example, easy to 
identify). If you are localising content, release states 
can be set for the stages in that workflow too.

Breeding new varieties
Record keeping and great care are needed to breed 
new plant varieties. Breeding a prize orchid takes 
attention to detail, careful hand pollination and 
separation of earlier versions. Authorit controls each 
generation of an object through a well thoughtout 
versioning scheme that allows simultaneous publishing 
of books containing any version of an object. 
Versions are then labelled using variables to 
match with the release cycles of the product. 
When correctly configured to work with release 
states and security, versions force your writers to 
follow your processes. For example, a new writer 
recently joined our company and, after training, was 
asked to make some updates to a released manual. 
The release state of the manual was ‘07_Released’, 
a readonly state. When the writer tried to make a 
change, Authorit prevented it. Although the writer 
was unfamiliar with our workflow, the system 

explained the requirement and insisted that he 
comply. He created a new version with a release state 
of ‘Draft’ and edited it. The new version of the topic 
appeared in the new version of the book, which had 
already been set up. Figure 4 shows the permissions 
that a user has been given at different release states. 
At ‘07_Released’, topics can still be listed, viewed 
and published but not changed — the only change 
that the writer can make is to the version.

The workflow is enhanced by forcing writers 
to create new versions of topics in a working 
folder, rather than in the released folder where the 
existing topic is held. In this way, we maintain the 
integrity of the content held in the released folder.

An additional benefit is that the documentation 
has its own version control scheme, independent 
of the software development version control 
scheme. We then use variables to link the 
document version to the software version.

Harvesting the fruit
If your garden is for food production, the culmination 
of your efforts will be in the harvest it yields.

The main fruit of our content management 
labours is confidence. We are confident that we 
can extract the content we need and that it will 
be consistent, with common elements reused 
rather than duplicated. As a result of our regular 
maintenance, we are confident that our CMS 
is stable and usable. Finally, as a result of our 
security measures, we are confident that our 
content is safe from unauthorised changes.

 A welcome secondary crop is in the time we have 
saved. The overhead for the administrative tasks 
we have described is less than 0.25 FTE (full time 
equivalent) staff in a team of five people. However, 
our productivity gains are at least 0.75 FTE staff and 
possibly more. This is a good return on investment and 
makes any argument for further investment easier.

Planning for the next season
A good gardener always has an eye on the future, 
watching plants mature and considering how to 
rejuvenate or replace them. We are already thinking 
about how we can develop our content database.

Authorit supports two types of databases, JET 
and SQL. A JET database is fine for small groups but 
it has a recommended limit of five concurrent users 
and a maximum database size of 2GB. We have 
just upgraded to SQL and can now roll out to other 
departments, bringing them in one or two at a time. As 
more content is added, the technical writers become 
content managers rather than content creators.

Upgrading to version 5.0 is high on our agenda; 
this will enable us to make use of new features 
such as Publishing Profiles and Authorit Xtend 
(an authoring memory tool that can automate 
some of your weeding processes). Version 5.1 
promises more exciting features (see www.author
it.com/index.php?page=whatsnew). However, as 
the number of users increases, we have to be sure 
the time is right, the upgrade will be seamless 
and our content will be unaffected. C
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Figure 4. Release states


