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Is DITA really ugly?
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Those of you who have ever looked up DITA on the web, will know that DITA is not ugly.
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• DITA content model shortcomingsDITA content model shortcomings
• Single sourcing issues
• Publishing issuesPublishing issues
• Adoption challenges
• Implementation challenges• Implementation challenges
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DITA content model 
shortcomingss o tco gs
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DITA’s content model - bloated markup

• DITA’s content model is very 
relaxed, making it easy to create 
abundant and inconsistent markupabundant and inconsistent markup

• But from an author productivity and processing point of view 
it is recommended to adopt a markup minimization 
approach
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Bloated markup, mixing block elements

• Some elements in DITA allow a mixture of block elements
• For example: note, li, p, etc.

Thi h i i ff t th t t
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• This may have a surprising effect on the output



Bloated markup effects on output

• DITA OT PDF output

• DITA OT HTML output AdditionalDITA OT HTML output Additional 
spacing
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DITA’s content model - footnotes

• DITA has a footnote element <fn> which can be introduced in many places 

• For print-oriented output the default behavior is to skip the content and 
reproduce the footnote at the bottom of the pagep p g

HTML
PDF

HTML

• In DITA OT HTML content of footnote is not displayed footnote callout may be
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• In DITA OT HTML content of footnote is not displayed, footnote callout may be 
displayed depending on where it is used.



DITA’s content model - footnotes

Issues

• A stylesheet may have different• A stylesheet may have different 
logic depending where the 
footnote is used

• Referring to the same footnoteReferring to the same footnote 
multiple times

• Clashes of footnote numbering 
(footnotes in tables and on other
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(footnotes in tables and on other 
places on the page)



Nested footnotes

• The fn-element has the same flexibility as many block level elements 
allowing a mixture of phrase level and block level elements. 

It i ibl t t d t d f t t• It is even possible to created nested footnotes. 

• The example shown is valid DITA but the DITA OT could not generate a PDF
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• The example shown is valid DITA, but the DITA OT could not generate a PDF 
from it! 



Authoring footnotes inline

• In most authoring tools footnotes are edited inline i.e. at the place of insertion

• This method makes authoring complex footnotes almost impossible or a very 
frustrating experience
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• FrameMaker does a good job here by allowing you to author the footnote in a 
separate area.



DITA’s content model - table limitations

• The DITA table model has no footer area which 
makes table footnotes hard or impossible to do 

• Possible workaround
– Use <fn> element
– Use @outputclass attribute to style 

the transformation process to put

• Issues

the transformation process to put 
<fn> at bottom of table

Issues
– Complex transformation process

– Place fn at bottom of table
– Align with different sized tables

lti l f t th f t t– multiple references to the same footnote
– Numbering

– Editing inline can be very clumsy for long or 
complex footnotes
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Table limitations – ST’s workaround

• Workaround
– Add a <tgroup>

Insert <p> element– Insert <p> element 
– Make <xref> from table cell
– Design transformation process to handle the 

output format

• Issues
– <p> need ID to make <xref>

ID d t b t id tif– ID needs to be easy to identify
– If set to generate automatically all <p> have IDs and the 

footnote is very difficult to identify

• Definitive solution
– Create a table footer section in DITA <tfoot> and maybe a 

t bl f t t l t tf
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table footnote element <tfn> 
– ……………………...coming in DITA 1.3



Table footnote - example of workaround

<p> must have ID to make cross-ref, need to make a readable ID to make it easy 
for the author to identify the correct <p>
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Table footnote example using ST 
workaround
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Table footnote example using <fn> element
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DITA’s content model – list flexibility

• Types of lists
– Simple (no nesting)

Unordered list

– Ordered
– Unordered

• Issues with lists
– Cannot have a title

No grouping of list items– No grouping of list items 
(with group title)

– Bloated markup problem for 
<li>
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DITA’s content model – linking issues

• Recommendations for linking
– Link at the topic level through the use of related-links
– Avoid the use of inline cross references

• Cross references can often be rewritten
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Linking - PDF output

• But for PDF output, rewriting cross references does not always generate 
the desired result

The related links cross reference is not output in the PDF
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The related-links cross-reference is not output in the PDF.

Note : The transformation process can be designed to do it but is not done in the DITA OT.



Linking – unique IDs

• If linking beneath the topic level is required the problems of unique ID’s 
start to appear
– It is not easy for an author to know what ID to link toIt is not easy for an author to know what ID to link to
– With conref-ing we have the same problem

• The standard only requires ID’s to• The standard only requires ID s to 
be  unique within a topic but this 
causes problems with the OT
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DITA’s content model - images

T i l d i• Two ways to include an image:
– Image inline

– The container fig-element with/without title

• Combining multiple image-like objects such as a drawing, a table and a formula 
can be problematic
Bi t i t d t ti l t d h i i i l di i
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• Biggest issues today are presentation related, such as resizing, including in 
tables, side-by-side images and borders



Examples of image presentation issues

These images should be 
automatically scaled to fit 
the available column widththe available column width

This image does not scale within the example even if 
scale=“ %” is specified

This image should 
have a border 
around it because 
@frame=“all” was 

ifi d

scale= ..%” is specified

specified

If you start from the DITA OT, as well as adapting the 
stylesheet to your look and feel, you will also need to 

k i ll
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take into account all your content use cases.



Single-sourcing
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Single-sourcing

• DITA was made for single-sourcing
• Reusing a topic in many maps is one of CCMS

DITA authoring

g p y p
the fundamentals of DITA and is very 
easy to do

But……… DITA publications

• Single sourcing is not so easy when 
working with legacy content

• Reusing content at a more granular• Reusing content at a more granular 
level than topics can quickly become 
very UGLY…………..…

Very easy to reuse 
topics
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De-duplicating after legacy conversion

• Implementing single-sourcing in converted legacy 
content is tedious and  time consuming

Situation Options Issues
Identical topics Delete all except one version, make 

all map references to single topic
Time consuming to find all 
occurrences

Some content 
identical

Re-write to cover all uses Requires resources to re-
write

Chunk topics at a more granular More files to manage

p g p

level
Create one topic with all content.
Use filtering attributes to create the 
correct output.

Difficult for editors to 
follow, can easily make 
mistakes in output.correct output. mistakes in output.

Keep separate topics No benefit from single-
sourcing

Repeated content Search for all occurrences and Difficult to find all
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Repeated content Search for all occurrences and 
replace with a <conref> attribute

Difficult to find all 
occurrences



Example of re-write

Section in topic of publication 
1

Section in topic of publication 2

•Second version was chosen to replace the first one

• Note we often de-duplicated topics by removing the part number and
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Note we often de duplicated topics by removing the part number and 
replacing it with “the device”



Tip to make single-sourcing easier

• To find identical content in 
legacy documents compare 
original docs                       
(PDF FrameMaker files etc)(PDF, FrameMaker files etc)

C thi th d f• Can even use this method for 
converting legacy docs

Convert 1 doc in the family– Convert 1 doc in the family
– Compare the others
– Make new maps based on 1st doc
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p
– Convert remaining content
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Single sourcing - filtering attributes

• DITA provides a filtering attribute mechanism where content can be 
included or excluded during transformation processincluded or excluded during transformation process

Ditaval fileDitaval file
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Single sourcing - filtering issues

• Filtering can quickly get out of hand if you use too many attributes

• Difficult to see filtered content in authoring tool• Difficult to see filtered content in authoring tool
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Using content referencing with filtering

• DITA’s conref mechanism is very useful for variable or volatile content 
that can be kept and updated in a single place

• But what if you want to use a different note in a certain output 
deliverable?

Topic 
A Note 1

Topic 
A Note 2

Publication I Publication II

• Today you have to combine the conref mechanism with filtering 
attributes

DITA 1 2 dd hi b f h k /k f h i
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• DITA 1.2 addresses this by means of the key/keyref mechanism
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Publishing issues 
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Publishing

• Publishing process is much more complex than for 
classical documents

Possibilities:
• Customize the DITA Open Tool Kit 
• Create stylesheets from scratch
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DITA OT limitations

• DITA OT is not part of the DITA standard
• It was created by volunteers to give an• It was created by volunteers to give an 

example output
• It does not cover all the scenarios given in the 

DITA standard
• Example: <fig> @frame

No frame in 
DITA OT ouptut
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Stylesheet challenges

• Stylesheet development challenges• Stylesheet development challenges
– Difficult to develop an all encompassing 

stylesheet (see bloated markup)
– Multiple page geometries
– Test case development
– Page fidelity for paged media

• Roll-out considerationso ou co s de a o s
– Synchronizing local stylesheet versions
– Deployment in embedded OT, e.g. authoring tools or CCMS
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Adoption challenges
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Adoption challenges

• Adoption challenges
A il bilit f d t ti d tti– Availability of documentation and getting 
started and training content

– Show cases
Business case development– Business case development

• Today it is very hard to work with DITA without a substantial 
investment in time or help from an expert

• Soon the Oasis DITA Adoption TC will bring improvements in 
documentation and getting started guides
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Implementation challenges
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Implementation challenges

• Budget and timeline constraints

• Cost of Component Content 
Management System

• Legacy migration
M t d t till i l t f k ft i ti– Most documents still require a lot of work after migration

– For example:
• Checking the content
• Graphic conversion
• Checking cross-reference text
• Rewriting the content to de-duplicate the topics

Filli i tt ib t
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• Filling in attributes
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But despite all these challenges………...

• It really is worth it
• ST example of content reuse

FTM / CCDS / QDT L’HOSTIS Nicolas April 16, 2010

Copyright © 2010 STMicroelectronics 39



And to finish

And to prove that we believe in DITA and will go to 
extremes to promote it……………………..
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The challenge……………….for next year

C d b tt th thi ?• Can anyone do better than this?
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Photo taken near the top of the Etna volcano, on the occasion of the STMicroelectronics 
DITA training in Sicily, October 2009.


