
Need for wiki-based documenta-
tion!

!
Introduction!
!
This report analyzes the need for wiki-based documentation, describes the findings, pros and 
cons of wiki-based documentation, and provides recommendations for implementing wiki-based 
documentation. !!
Wiki-based documentation is documentation that is written on the wiki. A wiki is a web site that 
allows users to add and update content on the site using their Internet browser. To achieve this 
functionality, you need to install a wiki software only on a single web server. Wikipedia is a good 
example of a large wiki where anyone can view and edit the wikipedia content by using their in-
ternet browser.!!
Wiki-based documentation is required for making customized documentation instantly available 
on the web for the different needs of different customers. Traditionally, writing and publishing of 
documentation took a lot of time. Wiki-based documentation accelerates documentation cre-
ation in a collaborative environment where multiple people and authors contribute on the same 
topic at the same time. All the authors can see the changes live in different time zones on the 
internet browser. !!
For example, each customer has different hardware and software platforms. If the support team 
of a software development company caters to five different customers with a single Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) application, five different sets of customized documentation are re-
quired to support the five customers. The company has to make some variations to the same 
singe user guide for five customers. !!
Another example is about writing five user guides for a software application that is supported on 
five different mobile devices such as iPhone, Android, Blackberry, Symbian, and Windows 
phones. !!
The authors in the software development company first write a user guide for iPhone and then 
customize the same guide for Android, Blackberry, Symbian, and Windows phones by making 
different changes for them. !!
For example, “tap” word is used in the iPhone and Windows user guides. “Press” word is used 
in the Blackberry and Android user guides. A minor change of “tap” or “press” is required in  the 
these different user guides. The author changes the “tap” word used in the iPhone user guide to 
“press” for the Blackberry and Android user guides.!!
The wiki provides configuration parameters, hide and unhide options to show certain sections of 
the same documentation to certain customers and unhide these sections from other customers.!!



Business houses in different industries and domains have different business requirements. The 
ERP software in these organizations are implemented in a modularized way and are configured 
as per specific needs of a customer. When the development company tailors an ERP applica-
tion for a financial house, a university, a hospital, these clients might have some common and 
variable requirements. As per the various requirements, the author has to teak the content in the 
user guides for these different customers.!!
Findings and Discussion!
!
Technical writers, marketing team, development team, QA team, support team, and even the 
customers can contribute to documentation. Collaborative documentation helps in verifying doc-
umentation at every step during the complete writing life cycle of the document. Technical accu-
racy is checked continuously by the collaborators.!!
The wiki users can:!!
* Create new pages easily, share videos, photos, and other resources easily and  serves as a 
social collaboration platform.!!
* Create new blogs for discussions.!!
* Add yourself as a watcher of a page of documentation to receive a notification when the page 
gets updated.!!!
Benefits of the wiki!
!
Wiki provides the transclusion feature that solves the problem caused by the repetition of infor-
mation. Transclusion allows the embedding of a piece of text on different pages. When the text 
is modified in the source page, all target pages are updated. This is a major benefit of wiki over 
MS Word and other editing tools. !!
For research based environments where multiple researches and experts need to share infor-
mation, collaborate, and write on the same page or topic at the same time, they can do this on 
the wiki. The wiki has a feature to merge the changes made on the same page by different re-
searchers.!!
On the user’s machine, only a web browser and network connectivity is required for collabora-
tive documentation, and no need for any other word processing application.!!
It is very easy to create links to different pages on the wiki. A table of contents is created auto-
matically for each page on the wiki.!!
Navigation is extremely easy on the wiki. The user can enter the name of a page in the search 
box and click the Go button to go directly to that page.!!



Drawbacks of the wiki!
!
Merging of conflicting updates by multiple authors can sometimes be very painful and time con-
suming on the wiki.!!
Every time a page is edited and saved, a history entry is created. As a result, many versions of 
a page are created for every change made on a page. An author can categorize a change as 
minor or major change while saving a page. But an author can also delete this manually from 
the history. Hence, the  history of minor and major updates is lost.!
There is no feature similar to a template on a wiki. You cannot create another copy of one wiki 
page based on the structure of another wiki page. !!
Without a connection to the wiki, it is not possible to read or update a wiki page. !!
The Track Changes feature does not exist on the wiki. The user can add comments only on the 
discussion page.!!
Authors can edit web pages in a regular text box. The author must use wiki or HTML markup to 
format the text, create links, embed images, create tables, and so on. To see the result, the user 
has to click the Preview button. !!
Printing options are limited and a separate script is required to print all the pages with one 
command.!
 !!
Conclusion and Recommendations!
!
Using a collaborative tool such as wiki as a communication tool for a team of writers, staff, and 
customers in different time zones is beneficial for collaborative writing, editing, and reviews in 
universities and in non-profit organizations because installation of open source software wiki’s is 
free of cost. !!
But using a wiki requires many customizations and configurations and this might deter organiza-
tions from adopting a wiki-based model. In addition, in the absence of clear demarcation of  
roles and responsibilities, a need to allocate and manage responsibilities in an organization, and 
the lack of a permission system might create barriers to accepting wikis. !!
However, the advantages of the collaborative writing feature to create user documentation out-
weighs the disadvantages. The wiki provides the power of web publishing to the non-technical 
users. The wiki is a flexible tool, which does not have any preconfigured structure. This gives 
freedom to the users to have different structures on the wiki. At the same time, sometimes this 
means, the information on the wiki can become disorganized if not watched and managed con-
tinuously and properly by the wiki administrator. !!
The reliability of the information published on the public wikis such as wikipedia is questioned by 
many people. The finding is that 42 % of the spam and vandalism is corrected immediately with 
the self-healing features of the wiki. As per a study about wikis, scientific articles on oncology, 



pharmaceuticals, pathology, psychiatry, toxicology between 2008 and 2012 were found to be 
highly reliable, in-depth, and of high standard. This gives us an indication that wiki-based docu-
mentation is a reliable, simple, and efficient method of collaborative sharing of information in the 
research organizations and other institutions.!


