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1
Measurement and
Metrics

What happens depends on our way of.
observing it or on the fact that we observe it.

— Werner Heisenberg

I worked as a software developer on an early version of network file
sharing, the now common feature that lets you access a folder on another
computer as though it were actually on your hard drive. During devel-
opment, we met with Bill Joy, one of the founders of Sun Microsystems,
to share information about the feature, which Sun was also working
on.

Bill watched our demo with interest and asked one question, “How fast
can you transfer data?” We had barely considered this question. We
were consumed with the technical problem of making sure we never
lost data and that programs worked the same way over the network as
they did locally. Sun was carefully measuring speed, we were carefully
measuring compatibility.



When our two products came out, Sun's product was without a doubt
faster and ours was without a doubt more compatible.1 Even though
we were, on the surface, building the same capability, the result was
significantly different because of what each company valued, and
therefore, measured.

The Impact of Measurement
Measurements tell engineers what you value. If you keep track of the
number of pages writers produce, they will produce lots of pages. If you
keep track of how many errors get reported by customers, they will
keep that number low. If you track every milestone, they will do
whatever it takes to meet every milestone.

If you measure anything, the odds are overwhelming that that metric
will improve over time. However, the odds are also overwhelming that
something else will suffer. If you track how many pages get written,
that number will go up, but readability will probably go down, since
writers will not have an incentive to be concise. If you track errors, that
number will go down, but the number of pages written per unit of time
will also go down, as writers spend more time on each page looking for
errors.

This will happen even if you do not use the metrics in performance
evaluations. Writers understand that managers measure what they
consider important. And they understand that metrics influence per-
formance evaluations, even when managers claim they will not.

Managing technical writers by measuring output is a bit like controlling
the shape of a balloon. If you press one spot, another will pop out. If
you measure page count, writers will feel pressure to sacrifice other
qualities of the content to increase page count. If you see that, and
control some other measure, yet another dimension will pop out.

Management Strategies
Robert D. Austin's Measuring and Managing Performance in Organiza-
tions[3] formally makes the case that I have outlined above. That is,

1For those who care, our product was Remote File System (RFS) and the Sun product
was Network File Sharing (NFS).
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unless you measure every critical dimension2 of effort, any measurement
will result in dysfunction.

If you can measure every critical dimension – unlikely, though maybe
just possible in a very simple job classification – then Austin would
advocate doing exactly that; he refers to this as Full Supervision.  In this
case, every dimension that matters is measured and the manager has
complete control. In addition to finding and measuring every critical
dimension of effort, the manager also needs to set the right value for
each of these objectives to optimize results.

If you do not measure every critical dimension, but try to manage as
though you do, then you are exercising Partial Supervision.  According
to Austin, partial supervision will always lead to dysfunction because
whenever you leave a critical dimension unmeasured, that dimension
will be neglected in comparison with the measured dimensions, and
because that dimension is critical, customer value will, at least in the
long run, suffer. Many managers believe they are exercising full super-
vision when they are really exercising partial supervision, which exacer-
bates the dysfunction.

There may be workplaces where you can measure every critical dimen-
sion, but technical communication is not one of them. There are too
many critical dimensions and many of them are too expensive or too
difficult to measure or control. So, if full supervision is impossible and
partial supervision is dysfunctional, what's a manager to do?

Austin defines one other mode, Delegatory Management,  which eschews
measurement in favor of delegating power to workers. It relies on them
to select the amount of effort they will devote to each of the critical di-
mensions. It depends heavily on the manager establishing an environ-
ment of trust and mutual respect, and it also depends on internal mo-
tivation as a driving force. As we will see, delegatory management does
not completely discard measurement; instead, it uses appropriate
measures to provide information about the process and progress. But,
it does not use measures to reward or punish individuals or groups.

2A critical dimension is one that if neglected will result in the customer receiving
no value from the product or service.
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Measurement Strategies
About this point you are probably thinking, “but, if I don't measure
anything, how do I know how my team is doing?” Clearly some meas-
urements are essential to tracking progress and cannot be ignored. The
questions are, what do you measure, who makes the measurements,
and how do you use them?

What to measure
I directly measure as little as possible. In fact, I have managed teams
where I measured nothing. Instead, I delegated all tasks to team mem-
bers, including all metrics. However, even if you delegate everything,
there are a few things that must be tracked, even if only by an individual
for his or her own purposes.

► Milestones:  You have no real choice but to track milestones. As
we have seen, you need to know as early as possible whether there
is a problem you must address. However, I almost never personally
track fine-grained interim milestones, and I frequently delegate
even high level project milestones to the responsible engineer. De-
pending on the engineer's level of skill and experience, I delegate
as much as possible, and stay in the loop only to the extent needed
to report progress up the line.

► Customer satisfaction:  While you may not want to use surveys or
other formal means for measuring customer satisfaction, you do
need to be responsive to customer concerns. I like to direct customer
feedback to the person who is responsible for the content in question
and let him or her handle the concern. While I may comment on
how well someone handles a customer concern, I do not use the
number of complaints or any other numerical measure in an evalu-
ation.

In these two cases, and others like them, I am more interested in how
writers handle the situation than I am in any kind of numerical measure.
Milestones are met or missed for all sorts of reasons, not all them under
the control of the writer. Customer concerns are equally indeterminate,
at least with respect to number. There is no way you can learn much
about writers by counting complaints, though you can learn something
by seeing how they handle the complaints they get.

Measurement and Metrics4



Generally, I avoid any measurement that has a numerical component.
This includes page counts, topic counts, number of engineers per writer,
time per page to edit, number of errors discovered per page, and so
forth, ad nauseum. As soon as you start using a numerical measure,
someone will try to optimize it, resulting in the kinds of dysfunction
discussed above.

Who should measure
As much as possible, have writers make and use their own measure-
ments. For example, page count and pages written per day can be useful
in estimating the effort required to complete a job. In a delegatory
management style, writers would keep track of these measurements
and use them to come up with personal metrics they can use to estimate
projects.

But, if managers measure those things, even if they do not intend to use
them for comparison, they risk dysfunction. Therefore, I do not track
this information; I let writers do that if it helps them, and I only get
involved to help a new writer or when asked.

Once or twice, I have been asked to collect and report some numerical
metric like pages per day. If you find yourself in this situation, my best
recommendation is to find some analog in that manager's background
(for former programmers it might be lines of code, for former marketers
it might be number of ads or press releases) and use that to convince
them that counting output is a bad idea. Nearly every discipline has
some verboten measurement that is analogous to page counts; find it
and use it. So far, this technique has helped me dodge that bullet.

How to use measurements
Austin identifies two uses for metrics, motivational and informational.
He only advocates using motivational metrics when you can exercise
full supervision. The catch is that nearly any metric can be used for
either motivational or information purposes.

For that reason, I prefer to measure as little as possible and delegate
measurement as far down as possible. In addition, I make it clear I will
not use metrics as part of employee evaluation. Of course, I will have a
discussion about milestones that are met or not met, that is inevitable.
But, if writers have generated those milestones themselves, the discus-
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sion can be directed towards making better milestones, rather than to-
wards reward or punishment based on making or not making a mile-
stone.

There is a fine line here between management behavior that distorts
and management behavior that enhances. You will not be able to make
a perfect call in all situations, but if you have build a trusting, delegatory
environment, the odds are that you will avoid the worst dysfunction.

Summing Up
Here are some thoughts to sum up the use of metrics.

► Pay attention to what you measure:  People will assume that what
you measure is what you value. A trivial example: If you measure
pages produced per day and do not measure the quality of those
pages, your writers will presume you care more about volume than
quality.

► Never use metrics in a PE:  As soon as you cite a metric in a per-
formance evaluation, that metric will be optimized, not just by that
person, but by everyone on your team. The metric will be optimized
even if the optimization lowers the value of your product to custom-
ers.

► Never use metrics to compare people or teams:  The same thing
will happen in this case that happens if you use a metric in a per-
formance evaluation.

► Measure for information:  Certain measurements are necessary.
For example, you need to keep track of milestones. When maintain-
ing content, you need to keep track of error reports. And, you need
to use these measurements for legitimate management purposes
like estimating effort, identifying problems, and reporting status to
the project team.

There is always the risk that these measures will be interpreted as
evaluation measures, but you can limit this risk by minimizing in-
dividually identifiable measures, especially in reports to manage-
ment, and by using the data strictly for its informational value.
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► Your credibility matters:  The fine line between measuring for in-
formation and measuring for evaluation is drawn based on the level
of trust between you and your team. If you ever use an informational
measurement in an evaluation or if there is a low level of trust for
other reasons, you can be sure that your team will perceive any
measurement as evaluative.

► Let people measure themselves:  The most sensitive measures for
writers are productivity measurements like page counts. These
measurements can be useful for estimating effort and for judging
when a project is off track. Let your team members estimate their
effort using metrics they collect themselves. Delegate to them the
job of measuring and acting on the results.

► Do not punish or reward based on metrics:  It does not matter
whether you use a metric as a basis to reward or punish. If you re-
ward someone for producing more pages you will see the same
result as if you punish someone for producing fewer pages. Either
way, people will perceive page count as something you value and
act accordingly.

► Resist the pressure to measure productivity:  Measures like page
counts are insidious to productivity. Your team may use page counts
as part of their estimation process, but avoid using page counts as
a productivity measure. If you are pressed by management to
measure productivity using volume metrics, press back.

The bottom line for me is to measure only what you absolutely must,
never use measurement as part of a performance evaluation, resist the
pressure to report productivity metrics to management, and let writers
manage their own metrics.
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Glossary

Agile Methodology According to Wikipedia, “Agile Software
Development is a conceptual framework
for software development that promotes
development iterations, open collabora-
tion, and adaptability throughout the life-
cycle of the project.”[39]

Agile methods have been around for many
years, but the origin of the term “Agile
Methodology” dates from 2001, when a
group of software developers met at The
Lodge at Snowbird in Utah and penned
the Agile Manifesto.[4]

See also: Extreme Programming, Scrum.

ASCII The American Standard Code for Inform-
ation Interchange (ASCII) is a code set
commonly used in the English speaking
world. It can represent the 26-character
alphabet used for most English language
words, upper and lower case, plus the
most commonly used other characters (for
example, punctuation, numbers, and
various other symbols).

Because ASCII cannot represent the vast
majority of the world's languages – in fact,
it cannot fully support English, either, if
you consider words like “résumé,” which
use characters outside the 26-character



alphabet – it has been replaced in many
contexts, including the XML standard, by
Unicode.

See also: Code Set, Unicode.

Attribute In XML, an attribute is a keyword-value
pair inside the start tag of an element that
provides additional information about the
element. For example, in the following
element, the role attribute says that this
content should be given a strong em-
phasis.

<emphasis role="strong">
  some important text
</emphasis>

See also: Element.

Audience The audience is the group of people who
will be using your product.

See also: Product.

Code Set A code set (or coded character set) maps
each character of a language to a unique
number, which a computer can use in its
calculations. For example, the character
“A” is represented by the number 65 in
the ASCII code set.

The most common code set in use today
is Unicode, which maps a large portion of
the world's characters into a single code
set.

See also: ASCII, Unicode.
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Controlled Natural Lan-
guage

Controlled Natural Languages (CNL) are
subsets of the grammar and vocabulary of
a natural language designed to reduce
ambiguity, improve readability, and facil-
itate translation. Some CNL's are designed
to be completely machine parsable, others
are designed to be more easily read by
humans. The CNL's of interest to technical
communicators are in the latter category
and include: Plain English, Simplified
English, and Special English.

See also: Simplified English.

Core Competency A core competency is an area of expertise,
skill, or technology that is fundamental to
a company or persons activity. Skill at
playing the violin is a core competency for
Itzhak Perlman. Product design is a core
competency of Apple Computer. A core
competency typically gives its possessor a
competitive advantage; this is certainly
the case with the two examples here.

Cost Center A cost center is a unit within a corporation
that is not expected to generate revenue.
While a cost center is not expected to
generate revenue, it is expected to provide
services or other deliverables that are
critical to the corporation's success.
Within a cost center, new projects are
evaluated based on their ability to reduce
costs.

See also: profit center.

Critical Dimension A critical dimension of effort is a part of
a job that if neglected will decrease or
eliminate customer value. For technical
writers, critical dimensions include read-
ability, accuracy, and completeness.
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Delegatory Management Delegatory management is a style of
management that delegates nearly all re-
sponsibility to the worker. In the work of
Robert D. Austin[3] it refers to a manage-
ment style that delegates measurement
and interpretation of metrics to workers.

Deliverables The tangible things that writers deliver to
the project. For example, User Guides,
Administrator Guides, Manuals, etc.

Developers The people who design and build a
product.

See also: Product.

Development Methodo-
logy

A methodology for managing a project,
including objectives, schedules, mile-
stones, resources, and so forth. Develop-
ment methodologies typically fall into two
categories: Sequential methodologies
define a linear sequence of phases, for ex-
ample, requirements, design, implement-
ation, test, and deployment. Iterative
methodologies define multiple short
cycles, typically two to four weeks each.

DITA Darwin Information Typing Architecture
(DITA) is an XML-based architecture for
authoring, producing, and delivering
technical information. Information can
be found at: http://dita.xml.org.

DocBook A widely used XML grammar designed
for developing technical documentation.
Information can be found at: http://doc-
book.org.

DTD Document Type Definition: used to define
an SGML or XML grammar.

Glossary12
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See also: Schema.

Element In XML, an element is the basic structural
building block. An element comprises a
start tag, some content, which may include
other elements, followed by an end tag.
The start tag of an element may also con-
tain one or more attributes.

Here is an example of an element named
“emphasis” that contains some content
and an attribute named “role” with the
value “strong.”

<emphasis role="strong">
  some important text
</emphasis>

See also: Attribute.

Environment The environment is the set of tools, pro-
cesses, and personnel that a writer works
with.

Extreme Programming Extreme Programming is an agile software
development methodology. Like most
agile methodologies it emphasizes small
releases, open communication, and con-
tinuous integration. In addition, it uses
the concept of “pair programming,” where
two programmers work together at one
computer, one typing code and the other
reviewing the code as it is entered.

See also: Agile Methodology, Scrum.

Flexibility Matrix A flexibility matrix documents the degree
of flexibility a project, or sub-project, has
in each of the three planning dimensions
(content, time, and resources). It is simply
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a matrix that orders the three from most
to least flexible. While it is a crude meas-
ure, it forces the project to consider and
document priorities.

Full Supervision Full supervision is a mode of management
where the manager identifies and meas-
ures every critical dimension of effort from
each member of his or her team, and uses
those metrics to evaluate employee per-
formance.

GML Generalized Markup Language. An early
markup language developed at IBM by
Charles Goldfarb, Edward Mosher, and
Raymond Lorie.

Information Mapping Information Mapping™ is a specialized
methodology, developed and owned by
Information Mapping, Inc., for analyzing,
organizing, and presenting information.
Information about this methodology can
be found at Information Mapping, Inc.
[http://infomap.com]

See also: Specialized Methodology.

Locale A locale defines a set of user preferences
related to location, language, and national
conventions. The locale typically defines
a language and location (country or territ-
ory), plus the character set(s), date and
time formats, timezone and daylight sav-
ings time conversions, currency formats,
and numeric representation.

Mashup A mashup is a web-based application that
takes information from multiple sources
and creates a web service that combines
the content available from those sources.

Glossary14
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Milestone The term “milestone” originally referred
to one of a series of markers along a road,
marking each mile along the route. In the
project management world, a milestone
is an event, either a singular occurrence
like “prototype hardware received from
Engineering” or the end point of a process
like “copy edit completed.” In either case,
the milestone should be clear and measur-
able.

Modular Methodology Modular methodologies for technical
communicators decompose content into
modules of several different types. Writers
develop modules independently, then
combine a selected group of modules to
create each deliverable. Another common
term for modular methodologies is topic-
based authoring. Examples include Inform-
ation Mapping and DITA. While DITA is
not itself a methodology, most DITA users
follow a topic-based methodology.

See also: DITA, Information Mapping,
Topic-based Authoring.

Mouseover Mouseover is a GUI action that occurs
when a user moves the mouse cursor over
some position in the interface, but does
not click a mouse button. On a web page,
a mouseover is commonly used on links
and interactive elements like buttons.
Mouseover actions on a web page typically
display information like the URL for a
link, a description of a button's action, re-
lated text (for example, a glossary defini-
tion), or a thumbnail of the site a link
points to.

Partial Supervision Partial supervision is a mode of manage-
ment where the manager identifies and
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measures some, but not all, critical dimen-
sions of effort from each member of his or
her team, and uses those metrics to evalu-
ate employee performance. Partial super-
vision leads to dysfunctions in the team
by allowing some critical dimensions of
effort to be unmeasured and therefore
neglected.

Product The product is whatever you are writing
about, even if it is not a product. It could
be a service, software, hardware, an air-
plane, or a toaster.

Profit Center A profit center is a unit within a corpora-
tion that is expected to generate revenue
that exceeds expenses. Within a profit
center, new projects are evaluated based
on expected Return on Investment (ROI).

See also: cost center, ROI.

Repurpose Content repurposing means that you de-
liver the same piece of content via differ-
ent media. For example, if you deliver the
same document in print and also on the
web, that would be repurposing.

See also: Reuse.

Reuse Content reuse means you put the same
piece of content in more than one deliver-
able on the same output medium. For ex-
ample, if you maintain a single copy of a
glossary definition in source control, then
include it in the printed versions of your
Installation Guide and User's Guide, that
would be reuse.

See also: Repurpose.
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ROI Return on Investment (ROI) is the ratio
of profit (or loss) relative to the invest-
ment for a project. In finance, ROI is typ-
ically expressed as a percentage and is
projected for several years into the future.
The term is often used less formally to
describe the expected monetary gain from
taking some course of action.

Schedule The schedule comprises the timeline and
milestones for a project.

Schema A schema defines the grammar of an XML
document. There are several languages
used to represent schemas, including: Re-
lax NG [http://relaxng.org], the W3C
X M L  S c h e m a  L a n g u a g e
[http://www.w3.org/TR/xmlschema-0/],
and DTDs. These languages each have
their strengths and weaknesses in defining
any particular grammar. Therefore,
standards bodies typically select one of the
schema languages to define the normative
(official) version of a particular XML
grammar. At this time, the normative
schema for DocBook is defined using Re-
laxNG and the normative schema for
DITA is defined using a DTD.

See also: DTD.

Scrum Scrum is an agile software development
methodology characterized by multiple
short cycles (two to four weeks “sprints”),
frequent short communication meetings
(called “scrums”), and well defined roles.
See http://scrumalliance.org for more in-
formation.

See also: Agile Methodology, Extreme
Programming.
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SGML Standard Generalized Markup Language.
A precursor, and origin, of XML. For fur-
ther  information,  see  ht-
tp://www.w3.org/MarkUp/SGML

Simplified English Simplified English is one of several special-
ized methodologies that attempt to im-
prove readability, reduce ambiguity, and
make translation cheaper and easier.
Simplified English defines a set of writing
rules and a basic vocabulary that can be
supplemented with technical terminology
specific to the domain being documented.
Related methodologies include: Plain
English and Special English. All are ex-
amples of Controlled Natural Languages.
Information about Specialized English can
be found at: http://www.asd-ste100.org/.

See also: Controlled Natural Language.

Single Sourcing Single sourcing is a method for reusing or
repurposing content to minimize duplica-
tion. For example, suppose you have
written a procedure for adjusting bicycle
chains. If you take the source for that
procedure and transform it into a web
page and also a printed pamphlet, without
altering the original source, you have
“single sourced” that content.

See also: repurpose, reuse.

Specialized Methodology A specialized methodology is a methodo-
logy for some particular aspect of your
work. Single-sourcing, Information Map-
ping, and Controlled Natural Languages
are specialized methodologies used by
technical communicators.
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See also: Controlled Natural Language,
Information Mapping.

Tasks The tasks are the set of things the audience
will be doing with the product.

See also: Audience, Product.

Topic-based Authoring Topic-based authoring is a specialized
methodology for content development. A
topic is a self-contained piece of content
about a particular subject. Topics are au-
thored independently, then combined to
create documentation deliverables. Types
of topics include conceptual, procedural,
and reference. Users of the DITA XML
schema typically use a topic-based meth-
odology.

See also: DITA, Information Mapping,
Specialized Methodology.

Troff A document processing system developed
in the late 1960s at Bell Laboratories. It
was derived from earlier work at Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology.

Unicode An encoding system that maps every
character in nearly any language to a
unique encoding. By providing a unique
encoding, Unicode allows text in multiple
languages to sit side by side in a document
and be processed by any application that
understands Unicode. The Unicode Con-
sortium [http://unicode.org] manages the
standard, and their web site provides de-
tailed information about the standard and
its use.

See also: UTF-8.
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Use Case A description of a user task, usually cast
in the form of a person interacting with a
system to reach some objective. Use Cases
are often used as part of a Requirements
Specification.

UTF-8 UTF-8 is a character encoding for Uni-
code. The Unicode standard identifies
characters through an abstract coding that
can be implemented in computer systems
in many different ways. UTF-8 is the most
common character encoding implementa-
tion for Unicode.

UTF-8 is the default coding for XML
documents, and all XML parsers must
support it. It is backwards compatible with
ASCII, which makes it easy to use in Eng-
lish only environments. Unless you have
unusual needs, UTF-8 is your best choice
for character encoding in XML.

See also: Unicode.

Wiki A wiki is a web site that allows users to
edit pages on the site. The best known
wiki, Wikipedia [http://wikipedia.org], is
an encyclopedia that allows anyone to
create or modify entries.

The term Wiki means “quick” in the
Hawaiian language. The term WikiWiki,
or “very quick” is also used, and is the part
of the name of the first Wiki application,
“WikiWikiWeb.” Additional information
can be found at: Wiki (Wikipedia)
[http://wikipedia.org/wiki/wiki].

XInclude The XML-based XInclude standard is a
generalized inclusion mechanism that al-
lows you to create a document from other
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XML documents or fragments of XML
documents. Additional information can
be found at: http://www.w3.org/TR/xin-
clude.

XML Extensible Markup Language. XML is a
specification for defining customized
markup languages. Common XML
markup languages for technical document-
ation include: DITA, DocBook, and
S1000D. Additional information can be
found at: http://www.w3.org/XML.

XSL Extensible Stylesheet Language. A set of
transformation languages that are used to
transform XML instances in various ways.
XSL can be used to format XML instances
into output formats such as HTML or
PDF. It can also be used to transform
XML instances in other ways, such as
generating tables of contents, extracting
data, or re-structuring content. Additional
information can be found at: ht-
tp://www.w3.org/Style/XSL.
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