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Summary:  Specialization is DITA’s “Secret Weapon”  
When moving to DITA, most organizations start with a generic DITA 
implementation, using the default content elements and structures.  

While a generic approach minimizes the upfront implementation effort, it 
significantly increases the downstream costs including training information 
developers, the complexity of authoring new information, quality and 
consistency issues, and lost opportunities to repurpose and reuse 
information.  

If instead of using the default DITA structures, you use DITA specialization in 
the core implementation strategy, you are likely to experience faster, less 
error-prone authoring, less training requirements, and more opportunities to 
re-use and repurpose information. 

The bottom line is that, in many cases, investing in specializing DITA for your 
organization leads to a cheaper, faster and better DITA implementation. 
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Typical DITA Implementation: Generic DITA 
Organizations face many challenges along the way to a successful transition to DITA. 

Content developers need to learn a new way to write, taking information chunking and 
minimalist authoring to a whole new level. Authors need to learn new applications. Writers and 
content architects need to review and reorganize a proliferation of files. And last, but certainly 
not least, content contributors need to learn new and often more restrictive approaches to 
organizing and working with information. 

Documentation and publication infrastructure departments typically face this significant set of 
challenges by looking for opportunities to simplify the challenge. Hard pressed by the demands 
of the transition to DITA, a common reaction is to use DITA “as is” -- using generic DITA without  
creating a restricted DTD more tailored to their needs -- in an attempt to minimize extra work, 
unwanted restrictions on the authoring process, and possible technical complications.  

Unfortunately, this attempt to simplify the task of adopting DITA usually complicates the task, 
instead. 

The Problem with Generic DITA 
Using generic DITA as a baseline for transition comes with its own issues. What appears to be a 
rather rational and measured decision on the surface ultimately leads to numerous extra 
problems when transitioning to DITA. 

It’s true that generic DITA provides everything authors need, but it also provides authors 
everything they don’t need.  

The base information types in DITA, such as Topic, Reference, Concept, and map, are 
purposely designed to minimize constraints so you can use multiple approaches to organize 
information. 

But leaving them loosely defined for an actual implementation makes the content author’s job 
more difficult than it needs to be. For example, in a <title> element for a generic topic, there 
are 35 different elements to choose from when composing the title. 25 of those 35 elements 
are a group of elements collectively called the programming domain, which includes items 
such as <codeblock>, and <apiname>. By removing these irrelevant items, the job of selecting 
the right elements is much simpler, especially if you are writing in a domain that does not have 
anything to do with software. 

Another way of looking at this issue is to compare using generic DITA to produce 
documentation to using Adobe FrameMaker or Microsoft Word without templates. Without 
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templates, consider the amount of extra training authors would have to attend and retain in 
order to create a company’s documentation suite. And even after extensive training, consider 
how much time authors would waste trying to remember what formatting to apply to each 
chunk of information day to day as they write. What do you think the chances would be that 
two different authors would format the same type of information the same way?  Slim to none. 

But using generic DITA is even more problematic than using FrameMaker or Word without 
templates. Because DITA requires authors to format information logically rather than 
typographically, there are far more pitfalls for authors to fall into. For example, in a 
documentation environment, command names, menu options, and what users type in an 
application might all appear in bold text according to a company’s in-house style guide. In 
FrameMaker or Word, that’s one rule authors need to remember and one rule authors might 
break. In DTIA, it’s three: apply the command name tag to command names, the menu option 
tag to menu options, and the user input tag to what users type in an application. 

Furthermore, if a formatting element is misapplied in FrameMaker or Word, at worst you have a 
transgression against the in-house style. True, such transgressions do affect the quality of 
documentation, ultimately affecting customer satisfaction and the customers’ ability to learn 
from documentation.  

A misapplied formatting element in DITA costs so much more. Misapplied formatting elements 
can lead to transgressions against the in-house style, but because of the strict rules of DITA 
coding, they can also lead to broken documentation builds that must be tracked down and 
corrected. They also seriously degrade the ability to re-use information coded in DITA, which is 
one of the key reasons to switch to authoring in DITA in the first place. 

Specialization:  The True Power of DITA 
What really makes DITA a powerful authoring framework? 

Certainly, the fact that DITA enforces a topic-based architecture helps promote the modularity 
of documentation and the goal of re-use. The XML foundation also makes DITA an architecture 
that can be supported by multiple tools and applications. 

But the “D” in DITA stands for “Darwin” for a reason. The concepts of inheritance and 
specialization are central to Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. And those very concepts are 
built into DITA so that it can be specialized effectively. 

In fact, the Task, Reference, and Concept topics that are considered basic components of DITA 
are specialized versions of the generic DITA topic. Bookmaps are also a specialized version of 
the generic DITA map. So whether you want to or not, you are already using DITA 
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 “You should only specialize DITA by extending existing types.” 

Many think that specialization is only relevant in DITA to cover edge cases in information 
structures that generic DITA can’t handle.  

It is true that specialization allows you to accommodate information structures that can’t 
normally be handled by generic DITA. But the real reason to specialize is to restrict generic 
DITA to cover only what you need. If you conduct a proper information analysis and build a 
process that is flexible enough to begin with, even if you end up initially restricting DITA too 
much, it is relatively easy to expand it again. 

The last challenge a documentation department needs to face is a superset of tags larger than 
generic DITA. It’s no wonder organizations that believe this myth don’t want to get anywhere 
near specialization. 

“We’ll be stranded if we specialize DITA.” 

This is often a matter of an organization misunderstanding the limitations of the 
documentation tools they are using rather than the true limitations of DITA.  

Well-constructed specializations will never leave you stranded. As long as the authoring tool 
you use supports specialized DITA, you can mix and match any and all combinations of 
information authored in specialized DITA and generic DITA. You can even quickly roll back 
specialized DITA to generic DITA, if necessary. Indeed, DITA was built with this seamless ability 
of specialized and generic DITA to work together. As long as your specialized tags inherit the 
properties of generic tags the correct way, you can change your mind or work with other 
information sources that don’t use specialized DITA any time you want. 

Now, if you start with the wrong tool, a tool that doesn’t support specialization properly, that 
can lead to significant problems. But DITA itself is constructed precisely so that you are never 
stranded if you specialize correctly. 

“We’ll have to customize our stylesheets if we specialize DITA.” 

This is absolutely not the case if you set up your specialized elements with the proper 
inheritance from generic elements. 

For example, to return to our <marketing description> example, if you set up <marketing 
description> to inherit the properties of the generic <p> element, all information tagged with 
<marketing description> will simply be rendered the same way as information tagged with the 
<p> element. No changes to your stylesheets are necessary. 
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Now, if you want information tagged with <marketing description> rendered differently from 
information tagged with a <p> tag, you would have to customize your stylesheet or rendering 
process to accommodate that difference whether you specialize DITA or not. 

Furthermore, by restricting DITA through specialization as we recommend, you’re actually 
reducing the amount of styles you need to track and specify in your stylesheets if you do decide 
to customize your stylesheets to change how your output is rendered. 

“If we restrict DITA too much through specialization, we’ll be stuck using a subset of DITA that 
doesn’t fit our needs.” 

Again, this is a myth based on method rather than the true limitations of DITA. 

Certainly, if the content analysis you conduct up front is seriously off the mark, if you don’t 
have a clear understanding of how your publication process will work while using DITA, and you 
don’t fully comprehend the needs of your users through a proper task analysis, then the 
specialized DITA you create won’t fit your needs from the very beginning. 

Moreover, if the process you use to modify DITA isn’t based on a sophisticated understanding 
of the DITA specializations that already exist and the properties of generic DITA elements, you’ll 
have problems. And if that same process poorly tracks and adjusts to the needs of your 
authors should those needs not fit your specialized DITA model, you’ll waste time and 
resources. 

Final Thoughts 
Don’t begin your adoption of DITA by establishing a legacy that requires new writers to learn a 
superset of DITA elements that don’t semantically describe the information that they’re 
actually writing and that they don’t even fully use. Don’t take on a documentation cycle that 
includes excessive DITA code reviews to ensure that authors have coded their information 
correctly and haven’t broken documentation builds. Don’t start with a DITA methodology that 
seriously limits your ability to effectively re-use information in a focused way and your ability to 
adapt to future documentation requirements. 

The best way to reap the benefits of DITA are to invest upfront in consulting services from a 
qualified provider to guide you through the process, and train you to maintain and improve your 
information architecture, including specializations over time.  
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webinar,  
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