
Guidebook Content 
Management Systems
Tips for Implementing a Content Management System



At the latest when your machine is 
ready before the accompanying docu-
mentation, or when your software is 
two versions ahead of the software 
help release, it’s time to look into an 
authoring solution. You’ve probably 
already noticed that the number of 
releases and formats is constantly 
growing, and that publication cycles 
are becoming shorter. And now you’d 
like to know whether a CMS could be a 
solution for your challenges. With this 
guidebook, we’d like to give you a few 
helpful tips for the design phase of 
your editing system implementation 
and the subsequent choice of systems. 
In short, it’s about the question “When 
is an authoring system the right 
solution for me and my team?”
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1. Where are we?

Exponential  
document growth

“Why are there so many more manuals now than 
there used to be?” There are two answers: Variants 
and multiplication. In product development, there 
has been for a while now a trend leading away 
from serial production and toward the individual, 
customer-specific product. In consequence, the 
documentation, too, needs to be more detailed. 
Traditional publication processes quickly reach 
their limit. At the same time, customers’ require-
ments in regards to information quality and ac-
cessibility are increasing. If it used to be enough 
to create a simple print document or PDF guide, 
customers today expect to be addressed on mul-
tiple channels: print, online, mobile – with a so-
phisticated facet search and direct feedback 
channel to the manufacturer’s support team. For 
technical documentation, this means: not only do 
you need to create ever more individualized product-
accompanying documents, they also need to be 
available in different media and on more platforms. 
Requirements grow exponentially.

Exploding
translation costs

When you get to translation, it really starts to 
hurt. All those variants and versions need to be 
translated. This is already difficult to control 
from an organzational perspective. Which ver-
sion of the manual is currently in what version 
of translation for which language and country 
variant? What happens in the case of small 
corrections such as comma changes or layout 
fine-tuning? And how do you guarantee in the 
end that the entire target-language version re-
ally matches the current source-language ver-
sion, when the documentation has continued 
to be edited in the meantime? Content man-
agement systems play an important role in 
simplifying translation processes. They ensure 
that content is only translated when it’s really 

needed. And they provide an overview of which 
content from earlier projects is already available 
in which languages as translation. This results 
in significant savings potential, often bringing 
in the initial cost of a CMS implementation 
after only a short period of time. 

Increased 
quality requirements   

Quality requirements within the technical documen-
tation team but also requirements coming from out-
side the department have grown continuously in the 
last years. Because of legal requirements, through 
new media, and through the individualization of 
product lines, technical documentation require-
ments are distinctly higher today than just ten 
years ago. Documents that accompany products 
are now more than just part of the obligatory 
agenda from a few years ago which the manu-
facturers wanted to check off their list as quickly 
as possible. Many companies, in B2B as well, 
have recognized that product documentation 
plays an important role in the mix of marketing 
assets. It helps to strengthen customer relation-
ships. In tight markets, well-functioning and stable 
customer relationships are crucial for success. 
At the same time, many manufacturers are dis-
covering the potential that additional services 
around the product have to offer. Here, too, docu-
mentation that accompanies products makes a 
significant contribution. Whereas before, the 
main focus in technical documentation was to 
describe product functionality, the documents  
today play an important role in marketing, train-
ing, and support, with corresponding increased 
quality requirements. 
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Documentation CMS vs. Web CMS 

“Content management system? We already have 
that!” is what your marketing colleagues might 
say. And they’ll be right. Of course, content man-
agement systems such as Joomla or TYPO3 are 
established standards for Web content. But: the 
differences between a Web CMS and a content 
management system for technical writing are 
significant. And for the discussion around imple-
menting a documentation solution you should be 
familiar with them. Otherwise you’ll end up with 
TYPO3 as a documentation tool – not a nice 
thought. But what exactly is the difference be-
tween a Web CMS and CMS as an authoring 
solution for technical documentation? There are 
five characteristics of a good CMS: 

 1.  Modularization   

 2.  Variant Management   

 3.  Translation Management 
  

 4.  Version Management  

 5.  Layout Automation  

Modules

Machines and software today are modular. Ac-
companying documentation should be guided 
by this. Manuals consist of different elements 
which reoccur without changing much: safety 
instructions, instruction steps, parts descrip-
tions. In modern documentation, the goal is 
to create these text modules only once and to 
reuse them in different contexts. This reduces 
authoring costs, simplifies error management, 
and saves translation effort. An authoring envi-
ronment should therefore support working with 
modules and resources in the best manner 
possible. With nodes, fragments, and variables, 

you can define modules on different text levels 
to classify them and to control them flexibly. 

Variants

Often manuals differ only in a few details from 
one another: A product variant contains a few 
additional functions, the manual for an OEM 
device needs to be produced with the layouts of 
the various customers, the British language ver-
sion of a manual needs to have a graphic with 
Type G plugs. Each requirement on its own is not 
difficult. But you quickly reach the point where you 
lose control among a vast number of individual 
requirements and requirement combinations. A 
modern CMS helps to keep control of these re-
quirements: The technical writer can combine 
individual content modules to create productions; 
these can be saved and individual layouts applied. 
Later, the technical writer can reuse specific pro-
ductions (e.g. for updates) or layouts (e.g. for 
other product lines with the same layout). If fun-
damental changes are made to information, the 
technical writer changes the content module cen-
trally. All productions containing this module in-
herit these changes. If something changes within 
one variant, changes can be limited to individual 
productions. 

2. CMS – 
What is that?
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Translation 

One of the most important advantages of a CMS 
is support for translation workflows. You probably 
already know from experience that costs for the 
translation of a manual, even for only a few target 
languages, quickly surpass those for the actual 
documentation. In addition, there are problems 
with the various language variants. Which lan-
guages are needed? Which documentation is 
currently being translated? Has a certain change 
already been sent to be translated? Does it need 
to be translated? A CMS provides clarity for these 
questions. It simplifies data exchange with trans-
lators, as it’s always clear in what translation sta-
tus text, pictures and other resources are. Since 
all professional content management systems 
are XML-based, data exchange can focus solely 
on content. This eliminates layout effort for 
translation. At the same time, it reduces transla-
tion volume, as the content breakdown is more 
granular than is possible in traditional editing 
processes. Already translated parts (e.g. individu-
al warnings or instruction steps) only need to be 
retranslated when they have been changed. 

Versions

Without the support of software, it’s difficult to 
maintain the different variants (media, products, 
languages, etc.), but it’s almost impossible to 
manage different versions and statuses of a 
manual without this support. Documentation 
needs to be identifiable according to its status 
(in progress, for release, released, outdated, etc.) 
and to the respective author, and needs to be 
integrated into workflows. In a CMS, this task 
is even more comprehensive, as the individual 
modules are versioned (which, in turn, offers new 
opportunities). Though the number of versioned 
elements increases, a CMS simplifies manag-
ing versions. A CMS also supports working with 
various statuses through automated release 

information and other versioning functionality. 
It’s possible, for example, to keep a graphic for a 
certain manual in an older version, while incorpo-
rating a newer version in other manuals. 

Layout 

“Automatic layout? Is that even possible?” Many 
technical writers, especially those with high quality 
requirements, ask themselves exactly this. May-
be we should turn the question around: “Manual 
layout? Does that really work?” And if you’re hon-
est, you’ll admit: Not really. Manually maintaining 
a unified design for the typically large amounts 
of documents in technical documentation is ex-
tremely time-consuming. Layout often means a 
lot of effort, and delays documentation being re-
leased. An automated layout doesn’t just save 
you time when finalizing documents. It also en-
sures harmonization of document design. Your 
CI will be strictly adhered to, and the professional 
impression of your manuals will be enhanced. In 
addition, cooperation with the translation agency 
is simplified, as you only need to exchange XML 
instead of DTP formats. Good to know: automat-
ed layouts look professional. And if your CMS 
also has a layout recall feature, you can even re-
use individual fine-tuning steps. 
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Discussing budgets  

When implementing a CMS, it’s business before pleasure. Which 
means in this case: applying to management for the budget for the 
system and the migration. Reducing workloads or improving quality 
usually don’t help much to convince budget owners. You need to let 
the numbers do the talking. Is the system implementation worth it? 
How quickly can you reach your ROI? We’ve calculated this for you 
with an example: 

3. Choosing a system

percentage of
overall process

Saving
potential

Customizing processes 

Most professional CMS provide detailed and individual customization 
options. This allows the system to incorporate needs and work pro-
cesses of the users in a granular manner. On the other hand, most 
CMS manufacturers also offer solutions that present the usual stan-
dards and requirements of an industry by default. Is such a standard 
solution worthwhile?  

Research Authoring Compiling Translating Layout & 
Publication
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You might doubt whether a standard solution 
can even meet all of your company’s special  
requirements. Probably not. But it’s worth having 
a closer look at such out-of-the-box solutions, as 
they offer a number of advantages:

•  They are automatically part of all product  
updates and profit from a manufacturer’s  
focused software development. 

• You become part of a community of users 
that support each other and e.g. share best 
practices at conferences.

• You will more easily find personnel that  
already knows how to use your system. 
Ramping up a new employee is quicker.  

• Standard solutions present processes which 
have been proven in many companies. They 
also present the chance to slim down your 
own processes and reduce organizational 
overhead.

• Often, standard functionality offers additional 
functionality at a lower cost (e.g. output for-
mats for mobile platforms). And, in contrast 
to individually customized products, with 
standard solutions you can be sure that you 
haven’t left out anything essential.

In exchange for a few small compromises here 
and there you gain quite a range of advantages. 
For this reason, you should evaluate without bias 
whether a standard solution might meet your 
requirements after all. 
 
 

Evaluating systems  

Sooner or later, the vital question needs to be 
asked: “How do I find the right system?” And 
maybe you’ll think, now it’s time to gather and de-
fine requirements. After all, the standard process 
for selecting software looks like this:

 1. Catalog of criteria 
 
2. Supplier evaluation  

3. Presentations and reference 
customer contacts 
 

4. Decision for a system.

This process has a certain value, of course, but 
we’d like to suggest a slightly different method. 
Why don’t you have a look at what’s being offered 
on the market, and go to fairs and user meetings. 
You can gather impressions of how others work 
with their CMSs, and will possibly even get a tip 
or two how to simplify things and make them 
more efficient. There are strong standard solu-
tions and mature software out there, and as 
we’ve already said: probably, the standard solu-
tion will be able to meet standard requirements 
without major compromises. If, however, you first 
gather all “possible” requirements, no system will 
ever be able to meet them all without customiza-
tion – with the above mentioned disadvantages. 
On the internet you’ll find predefined evaluation 
lists which allegedly help you select a CMS. 
Be careful. Apart from the question whether 
the evaluation list may refer to a Web CMS: on 
the basis of an Excel sheet and a presentation 
you will most likely not find out which CMS fits 
you. Instead, when selecting a CMS, do as you 
would if you were buying a car. Have a look at 
the systems from close up, take them for a “test 
drive” and try them out yourself. Serious CMS 
manufacturers will gladly provide testing access. 
Some manufacturers also offer Active Days, during 
which you can try out the system in small groups 
to your heart’s content
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Modularization 
as prerequisite   

We’ve already mentioned modularization as a 
CMS characteristic. Modularization is more than 
a software feature, however. It is a characteristic 
of the texts and documents themselves. If you’ve 
been working e.g. with Word as documentation 
tool, you can already build the basis even before 
implementing a CMS. Identify repeating text 
parts,

• within individual manuals 

• as well as across manuals.

Try to standardize these text parts – as far as it’s 
possible. A successful approach for creating 
standardization has been to search for such text 
parts that have similar functions (e.g. instruction 
steps or warnings). Standardize the different 
variants so you have unified wording. If you need 
to make small changes to the content of text 
modules, you can implement them with the help 
of variables. Changes to the look of information 
is best done with metadata. Define important 
metadata centrally for all content, or only for  
individual content classes, and simplify reuse in 
different contexts. Metadata allow you to control 
the publication process, individualize content, 
and create and modify content dynamically. 

Migration or new start 

“What happens to our existing documents?” is a 
question that many technical writers have when 
implementing a CMS. Only in rare instances does 
a CMS start off with a blank slate. Instead, there 
are legacy formats that must be integrated. Already 
the question whether the entire current documen-
tation inventory should be migrated to the new sys-
tem, is not easily answered. You will need to first 
identify your current documentation inventory. 
Don’t forget that you many need to integrate  

content from other departments, external service 
providers or supplier documentation as well. Are 
foreign dependencies possibly creating their own 
documentation that should be included? There 
are numerous sources which aren’t apparent at 
first glance. Review this document inventory. Which 
content is outdated and can be eliminated or contin-
ue to be published in the traditional manner? Which 
documents have heavily overlapping content: 
these are candidates for a quick migration in or-
der to make immediate use of the reuse function-
ality of the CMS. Which documents are due to be 
revised shortly? At first glance, much is to be said 
for a gradual population of data into the CMS. As 
a matter of fact, though, there are important rea-
sons that make a complete switch attractive. It’s 
easier to plan time for migration in the whole pro-
cess, as you may end up not having enough time 
for migration tasks during day-to-day operations. 
This means the implementation is delayed, the 
value of the CMS is realized later, and the users’ 
acceptance declines.

Cultural change 

Don’t underestimate: implementing a CMS 
doesn’t mean only implementing a tool to 
make your work easier. It also means a real 
cultural change for your authoring team. In a 
traditional authoring process, technical writers 
(and also most other colleagues) think of the 
completed documents with layouts as soon 
as they start thinking about content: “The title 
is in Arial, 18 pt, bold.” Or: “The product guide 
is always on page 5.” This way of thinking 
becomes a stumbling block when working 
with a CMS. If you think in terms of layout, you 
will produce content that is difficult to reuse 
in different contexts. Focus on layout can 
also lead to problems with translation. You 
should therefore start early to think about the 
measures with which you want to support the 
cultural change accompanying a CMS imple-
mentation. When choosing a system, make 

4. System implementation
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sure that software training includes changes 
in work processes and techniques. Does the 
CMS manufacturer offer accompaniment and 
consulting to develop best practices for editing 
processes? Can the culture change be sup-
ported by an editors’ manual? There are many 
paths to a content-oriented authoring process. 
Search out those that make the most sense for 
your team. 

Planning a system  
implementation

Have your most important questions been 
answered? Have you made the decision to imple-
ment a CMS? Then you’ll be asking yourself what 
the next steps are. What do you need to do, and 
how long will it take? These questions can’t be 
answered in general. Especially requirements 
analysis and content migration often take longer 
than initially estimated. A well-prepared system 
implementation will ideally not take long, espe-
cially if you decide to limit yourself to standard 
solutions without special customizations. Often 
there are only four weeks between the start 
of the software implementation and the point 
where your editors can start to work productively 
with the system. Your best bet for a CMS imple-
mentation would be to follow these steps:

1. Market evaluation:
 Classic search and fair visits. 

2. Creation of use cases and criteria:
 Apart from existing processes, take new  

ideas and options into consideration which  
you’ve learned about in the first step.

3. Vendor presentations:
 From steps 1 and 2, you should select about  

three vendors to present.

4. Test Drive:
 If you have questions, look for close contact  

to the manufacturer. This allows you to get to  
know their level of service, too.

5. Reference customer contacts:
 Have conversations with reference customers 
 and benefit from their experience. Often, 
 instead of expensive visits, a telephone call  

will be enough.

6. Selection:
 Apart from functionality, also pay attention  

to commercial aspects (stability, investment  
security) and other questions (experience  
and innovation of the vendor, training 

 offerings, hotline, community, solution 
 maturity, requirements of your IT department).

7. Implementation strategy:
 Define how the implementation should be
 organized: Do you want to migrate your 
 content completely, or case by case; should  

all editors work with the system from the  
start, or only pilot users?

8. System implementation:
 When implementing the system, there are  

several partial processes that can possibly  
be parallelized. Your software vendor will be  
happy to advise you:

   a. Installation (standard software), 
    software implementation 
   b.  Migration  
   c.  Consulting and training  
   d.  Testing and error correction 
    (software interfaces and migrated content)  
   e.  Evaluation of project success, 
    presentation to decision-makers
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Software

What functionality does the  
(future) CMS have? 

 Media-independent modules (XML) 

 Variant management 

	 Support	for	translation	workflow	

 Reuse 

  Metadaten
  Content
  Layouts

 Interfaces to other systems  
(TMS etc.) 

 Output formats 

 Available editors 

 Slim Clients for occasional users 

 Usability

This checklist intends to give you a few ideas about what we think you 
should pay attention to, from our experience. Of course such a checklist  
can and should not be exhaustive. So we’ve left room for your own items. 

5. Checklist: 
What you should be aware of 
when choosing your system
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System provider

How capable is the  
CMS manufacturer?

 Installation base (number of 
installations, areas of industry, 

 internationality) 

 Quality of reference customers

 Size and activity of user community 

 Test drive 

 Training and further education 
offering 

	 Size	and	efficiency	of	support	team

 Size of development department  

 Vendor’s ability to innovate  

 Vendor‘s experience
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