
How do you know if a document really works?  Writing
and designing is only part of the process for producing
effective documents. It is dangerous to rely on
impressions about how effective a document is. To be
sure, you need to test the document to measure its
performance and to find out if the document is being
used as you intended. 

Following the "golden rules" is
no guarantee.
People who regularly write and design documents
realise that there is no formula. What works for one
document may not work for another. Because every
document has a different purpose and audience, the
language and design must vary accordingly. 

Testing will show whether you have successfully
produced a document that fulfils its intended purpose
and that communicates the message intended by the
writer. 

What are you missing when
you don’t test 
Many people don’t test because they think that it is
too complicated, expensive and time-consuming. But
leaving out the testing component is false economy. 

If the document is complex, you will probably have a
team of writers, editors, designers, and policy experts
working over many months to come up with a
functional document. After employing these
resources, you will want to make sure that the new
document meets your expectations. 
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There are costly consequences if you are not sure that
the document really works, or if you realise that the
document is flawed after it has been printed. The
incentives to test your document are that testing will
show:

the real effectiveness of the document, instead of
just your impressions of how effective it is 
where the mistakes are being made; and 
possible ways of solving problems with the
document. 

Your staff will also gain practical experience and a pool
of valuable research on how documents work and
how people use them. 

When to test your documents 
Testing should occur during the entire writing project.
This means testing before you write, while you are
writing, and when you have finished writing and
designing. 

Test before you write – Once you have decided to
produce a new document, you should test to find out
the problems in the old document. You can set criteria
and performance goals for the new document based
on this testing. Identifying problems in the existing
document will give you a clearer picture of how you
should approach the new document. 

Test during the writing process  – To make sure you
are on the right track, test drafts with small groups of
people to make sure that: 

the document is understood
it includes the necessary information; and 
any problems with the old document have been
addressed. 
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This will also allow you to find potential problems with
the documents while there is still time to fix them. 

Test at the end of the writing process  – When you are
satisfied with the results of preliminary testing, and
you have addressed any problems revealed during this
process then run final testing with potential users. 

But what if you have limited
time and administrative
constraints? 
The first two stages of the testing process do not have
to be expensive or large scale. You can use colleagues
or small groups of potential users to discover
problems early in the writing and designing process.
However, if you are using people from within your
organisation, make sure that they have little
knowledge of the area – for example, new employees. 

Final usability testing should be larger scale and made
up of people who will actually use the document. You
can recruit potential users yourself or ask an
employment agency to recruit people for you.
Because final testing is more expensive than
preliminary testing, it is in your interest to know about
potential problems before the final document is
tested to avoid having to repeat the final testing. 

How to test your document 
Document tests don’t have to be mammoth tasks. But
you should be aware of some general principles: 

Test with people who are potential users (avoid
using people with a background knowledge of the
area or who regularly use the documents being
tested). 
Ask participants to perform "real life" tasks. 
Run every testing session in exactly the same way. 
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Measuring a document’s
performance 
There are two types of measurement you will want to
apply to your document, whether it is current or new.
Dumas & Redish call these "performance measures"
and "subjective measures". 

Performance measures count the number of times
certain types of behaviour happen. This is a good way
to locate and quantify errors. Subjective measures
record how people react to the document and what
they think of it. The results of these measures can be
compared to suggest why errors are occurring. 


