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Overview
In the customer-centric world we live in, everyone is 
trying to create content that separates them from the 
competition. Some companies are doing it well and 
some are not. Generally, the companies that are not 
creating useful and meaningful content are also 
spending a lot of money for that content. 

But it doesn’t have to be this way. 

Using the wrong paradigm to create content has 
unexpected costs. This white paper explores those 
costs in three common paradigms. 

The information in this white paper originally 
appeared as a series of articles on my website at 
www.sharonburton.com. 

Please contact me if I can clarify or help you. You can always reach me at 
sharon@sharonburton.com. 
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The cost of developing 
content 
Perhaps the group writes in Word, because Word 
comes on your standard computer setup, so it’s 
“free”. Perhaps some of their content is in 
PowerPoint, for things like instructor led training. 
Perhaps you are in an industry that must comply 
with state and federal regulations, such as the medical 
or financial industries, so you can’t just blow off some 
of these documents.

Perhaps your group has been doing this a while, so you have a lot of existing 
content. Perhaps your team of 10 turns out many new or updated documents a year, 
each. Perhaps 30% of the existing content is updated every and one 300 page new 
document per writer is created each year. Perhaps they have been doing this for, for 
example, 5 years.

The picture looks like this:

Year #  o f  
w r i t e r s

Hours 
per 
year

Fully 
burdened 

cost

New 
pages 
(70% of 
time)

U p d a t e  
p a g e s  

( 3 0 %  o f  
t i m e )

Total 
pages Total Cost

1 10 17,150 $500 30,013 25,725 55,738 8,575,000
2 10 17,150 $500 30,013 25,725 55,738 8,575,000
3 10 17,150 $500 30,013 25,725 55,738 8,575,000
4 10 17,150 $500 30,013 25,725 55,738 8,575,000
5 10 17,150 $500 30,013 25,725 55,738 8,575,000

  Totals: 150,063 128,625 278,688 42,875,000
 200 words per page, total words: 55,737,000  

In Word, writers typically spend about 4 hours per page on new content and about 
2 hours per page updating existing content. I’m assuming a 35 hour workweek of 
developing content, 49 weeks a year with a fully burdened rate of $50 an hour. 
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After 5 years, assuming you started from scratch and assuming a low figure of 200 
words per page, you have 278k pages of content with about 55 million words on 
those pages.

OK, you might be thinking, I know we have a lot of content.

What has this cost you?

Assume 4 hours from start to finish per page per person (a number everyone in the 
industry knows but no one knows where it came from).

Assume you paid the writers, on average, a full loaded cost of $50 an hour. That 
includes salary, taxes, benefits, cost of rent, electricity, all that. Each writer costs you 
about $85K, fully loaded, every year.

Each new page costs you about $200. Each updated page costs about $100.

A new 300 page manual costs you about $60,000. An updated 300 manual (40% 
updated) costs about $12,000.

After that 5 year period, you have about $42,800,000 wrapped up in creating and 
updating this intellectual property.

That’s a lot of money

That just knocked you back, didn’t it? You never thought of the dollar value of your 
business documents.

And these are just direct writing costs. We’re not including the costs of reviewers, 
IT, and so on.

These documents are critical to running your business, supporting your customers, 
and meeting any audits coming your way. You have to have them.

But it’s a lot of money.
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What if we could reduce that cost by 30%?

Because all your writers are working in silos in Word, they’re not reusing existing 
content. Every time they write content, they make it up all over again.

What if we could make your staff 30% more effective by reusing content?

If we could make them 30% more effective by reusing content, that would save you 
$60 on every single page your writers created from scratch. That drops your page 
costs to $140. A new manual now costs about $42,000.

In my experience (and others), the average reduction people are seeing when they 
move to products that allow them to easily reuse content is about 30% content reuse. 
Your mileage may vary, but I’m pretty confident you can discover about 30% of 
your content can be reused from one document in another document.

What if we could reduce that cost ever further?

In my experience, writers spend 20% of their time in Word fiddling with the page 
layout, recovering from crashes, and so on. That’s 8 hours a week not actively 
creating content. You pay for that time, too.

That’s $400 a week for each writer – for all 10 of our writers, that’s $4,000 a week you 
pay people to fiddle about because Word is the wrong tool. Assuming a 50 week 
year, that’s $200,000 a year. To fight Word.

If we moved you to a tool that separated content from formatting and allowed easy 
content reuse, you could potentially save 50% of the current budget or your staff 
could be up to 50% more productive.

The ROI is clear. But you’re not going to see it in the first year. It takes time to 
implement a new system, create templates, do the content analysis, train the writers, 
and get the legacy content in and organized. Time is money. But it will pay for itself 
in the second year.
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Moving to Frame or InDesign
Let’s look at the cost of creating content in 
FrameMaker or another higher end content 
development tool. These are better tools to use than 
Word, but perhaps they are not enough.

The picture now looks like this:

Year #  o f  
w r i t e r s

Hours 
per 
year

Fully 
burdened 

cost

New 
pages 
(70% of 
time)

U p d a t e  
p a g e s  

( 3 0 %  o f  
t i m e )

Total 
pages Total Cost

1 10 17,150 $500 40,017 29,400 69,417 8,575,000
2 10 17,150 $500 40,017 29,400 69,417 8,575,000
3 10 17,150 $500 40,017 29,400 69,417 8,575,000
4 10 17,150 $500 40,017 29,400 69,417 8,575,000
5 10 17,150 $500 40,017 29,400 69,417 8,575,000

  Totals: 200,083 147,000 347,083 42,875,000
 200 words per page, total words: 69,416,600  

In Frame or InDesign, writers typically spend about 3 hours per page on new 
content and about 1.75 hours per page updating existing content. Again, I’m 
assuming a 35 hour workweek of developing content, 49 weeks a year with a fully 
burdened rate of $50 an hour. 

So how does Frame or Indesign make it different?

In unstructured FrameMaker or InDesign, you can more easily reuse content. You 
can create separate files with text and/or graphics and link those files into other files. 
For example, if the first 3 steps of a procedure are the same, you can create those 
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steps as a stand alone file and then link to that file. If the content in the steps 
changes, all the places where that file is linked also change.

This is good. It’s a clever way of reusing content.

Additionally, Frame or InDesign do a better job of not crashing and of delivering 
you a page that is more consistent. Most writers using either tool are also better 
about consistently using formats and page layouts (although I’ve worked with 
InDesign files that didn’t use formats correctly, but that’s another story).

We saved content development time/money here. In my experience, using 
FrameMaker or Indesign this way makes us about 25% more efficient than using 
Word. We have content that’s fairly easy to reuse and we don’t spend as much time 
fighting our tools.

So, our cost per page drops to $150 and our 300 page new manual drops to $45,000.

The total amount we have invested in our content after a 5 year period is about 
$8,560,000, assuming the writers still turned out the same number of pages. 
Although, since they can work 20% more efficiently, the cost is probably the same as 
Word (about $11 million) but we have 20% more content – some 42,000 more pages 
of content, albeit with more reused content.

But here’s the problem

For people to reuse content they have to:

 l know it’s there to reuse

 l find it

 l use it

And that’s the issue. In unstructured Frame or InDesign, there’s no way to know 
what’s available to reuse or where it’s been used. The writers have to keep this 
information in their head or in a spreadsheet. It’s a manual process to find it and 
maintain it.

In my experience, it’s so time consuming to find content that could or should be 
reused that most writers don’t do it. Typically, there is a group of content that gets 
reused often but a lot of content that could be reused is never considered.

It’s just too hard.

Typically what happens is that entire chapters get reused with the clever application 
of conditions to show and hide content for each deliverable. Again, this isn’t a bad 
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way to do it but the smallest piece of reused content is a chapter, not a paragraph or 
sentences (the conditional text notwithstanding). The content is locked in chapter of 
perhaps 40 pages.

When I talked about Word, I said that writers typically spend 20% of their time 
fighting Word. In this common Frame or InDesign scenario, that 20% of time is 
spent managing content, setting and resetting conditions, and other overhead to get 
things to appear correctly in the PDF. Maybe more.

Ok, you’re thinking, I got it – we need to be creating and reusing content more 
efficiently. This is costing a lot. We need to start thinking about the cost of our 
content strategy.
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Topic-based authoring
So what do we do about these costs? 

It depends. And it depends on how much content 
you have, how many writers you have, and how 
many products you have. And it depends on if you 
are going to translate that content into other 
languages, now or in the foreseeable future.

The first step is to recognize you need to move to a different content paradigm that 
allows you to use and reuse content more easily. The chapter- or book-based 
paradigm doesn’t work any more because it locks your content into chunks you 
can’t reuse.

Where do we start?

It’s time for topic-based authoring. This is a big step for many companies, in large 
part because of the shift in thinking about how content is created and then used. 
When I help clients make this move, about half my coaching time is helping change 
the way people think about their content.

Making the move to topic-based authoring allows you to reuse content that you 
already paid to create. Reusing it costs a fraction of what you already paid for.

For example, same number of writers we’ve been using in our example: 
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Year #  o f  
w r i t e r s

Hours 
per 
year

Fully 
burdened 

cost

New 
pages 
(70% of 
time)

U p d a t e  
p a g e s  

( 3 0 %  o f  
t i m e )

Total 
pages Total Cost

1 10 17,150 $500 60,025 51,450 111,475 8,575,000
2 10 17,150 $500 60,025 51,450 111,475 8,575,000
3 10 17,150 $500 60,025 51,450 111,475 8,575,000
4 10 17,150 $500 60,025 51,450 111,475 8,575,000
5 10 17,150 $500 60,025 51,450 111,475 8,575,000

  Totals: 300,125 257,250 557,375 42,875,000
 200 words per page, total words: 111,475,000  

In topic-based authoring, writers typically spend about 2 hours per page on new 
content and about 1 hours per page updating existing content. Again, I’m assuming 
a 35 hour workweek of developing content, 49 weeks a year with a fully burdened 
rate of $50 an hour. 

How do we find existing content to reuse?

When I talked about FrameMaker and InDesign, I said it was easier to reuse content 
but the big issue is that people can find it to reuse. And this is still an issue with 
topic-based authoring. You can’t get the efficiencies if you still need to manually 
look for content.

When you move to topic-based authoring, it’s time to change to tools that support 
this paradigm. There are several out there that may be the right tool for you, 
depending on some of the other issues you need to solve. 

The tool you select should include a feature that lets you know if content like the 
selected content has been written before and helps you determine if you can reuse 
it. Computers are really good at “remembering” large amounts of data and doing 
comparisons. Humans are not good at it and it’s not where we should focus our 
efforts.

And how much will we save?

Most of my clients see at least a 30% content reuse when they move to a tool that 
supports topic-based authoring, often much more if they have been authoring in 
Word. That means your company can spend more time developing content that 
makes a difference to your customers and improves the customer experience.
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Of course, you have to consider the cost of the tool, of training people, creating and 
enforcing a style guide, and of converting and normalizing the legacy content. The 
ROI isn’t going to happen the first year.

It’s going to happen the second year. It’s going to happen when you need a new 
deliverable and you create it in less than a week by dragging and dropping existing 
content and writing 2 new topics. What would have taken 6 weeks before now takes 
2 days.

The ROI for that one deliverable?

 l Previous: 35 hours x 6 weeks = 210 hours divided by 4 hours per page = 53 
pages. Cost = $2,625 ($50/hr fully burdened)

 l New: Time to create new deliverable using existing content = 8 hours + 8 hours 
for 2 new topics = 16 hours. Cost = $800 ($50/hr fully burdened)

Total savings = $1,825.00 for one deliverable. Just one.

If you think I made up this scenario, it’s not – I’ve got clients who do this all the 
time.
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Localization
Localization is the process of translating content to be 
appropriate in another culture. This includes 
translating from one language to another but also 
includes things like changing measurements and 
examples to be culturally appropriate.

Not everyone localizes their content. When I ask 
content developers, about half say they are localizing 
now and about half expect to be doing it in the near future. A small percentage say 
they have no need, now or in the future.

Not everyone needs to localize their content – I had a client who did training 
documentation for a US organization and the language of the workplace was 
English.

The cost of translation

Localization is expensive. It requires people who are fluent in both the language the 
content was written in and in the target language. There are tools that help but 
humans are involved in the translations. Currently, machine translations can only 
get you so far.

The languages you need to translate to also influence the cost of translation. The 
fewer speakers of that language, the more expensive. But a good starting point for 
costs is to estimate $ 0.25 US a word (including some to a lot of page layout and/or 
graphics recreated). Some languages will be more, some less, but it’s a good place to 
start.

So, what do the different sort of tools cost us? The following tables show you.
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Remember, though, because we are comparing apples to apples, the total cost of the 
more efficient tools looks like they cost more to translate. In reality, because you 
have a lower per page creation cost, you can get more content created for the same 
price. You have more content to translate, which means it costs more overall, 
although at least 30% of that content will only need to be translated one time, 
because you smartly reused content.

That’s why I show you a cost-per-page-per-language as well. That cost drops 
dramatically per tool.

Word

Year #  o f  
w r i t e r s

Hours 
per 
year

Fully 
burdened 

cost

Total 
new 

pages 

T o t a l  
c o s t  p e r  
p a g e  t o  
c r e a t e

Total cost 
per year to 

create

Localization 
cost per year 
per language

1 10 17,150 $500 55,738 $154 8,575,000 2,786,875
2 10 17,150 $500 55,738 $154 8,575,000 2,786,875
3 10 17,150 $500 55,738 $154 8,575,000 2,786,875
4 10 17,150 $500 55,738 $154 8,575,000 2,786,875
5 10 17,150 $500 55,738 $154 8,575,000 2,786,875

  Totals:   42,875,000 13,934,375
 200 words per page, total words:55,737,000  

Average localization cost per page ($.25 per word) $50  

FrameMaker or InDesign 

Year #  o f  
w r i t e r s

Hours 
per 
year

Fully 
burdened 

cost

Total 
new 

pages 

T o t a l  
c o s t  p e r  
p a g e  t o  
c r e a t e

Total cost 
per year to 

create

Localization 
cost per year 
per language

1 10 17,150 $500 69,417 $124 8,575,000 2,776,667
2 10 17,150 $500 69,417 $124 8,575,000 2,776,667
3 10 17,150 $500 69,417 $124 8,575,000 2,776,667
4 10 17,150 $500 69,417 $124 8,575,000 2,776,667
5 10 17,150 $500 69,417 $124 8,575,000 2,776,667

  Totals:   42,875,000 13,883,333
 200 words per page, total words:69,416,667  

Average localization cost per page ($.25 per word) $40  

The per page localization costs drops by 20% over Word. 
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Topic-based Authoring

Year #  o f  
w r i t e r s

Hours 
per 
year

Fully 
burdened 

cost

Total 
new 

pages 

T o t a l  
c o s t  
p e r  

p a g e  t o  
c r e a t e

Total cost 
per year to 

create

Localization 
cost per year 
per language

1 10 17,150 $500 111,475 $77 8,575,000 3,901,625
2 10 17,150 $500 111,475 $77 8,575,000 3,901,625
3 10 17,150 $500 111,475 $77 8,575,000 3,901,625
4 10 17,150 $500 111,475 $77 8,575,000 3,901,625
5 10 17,150 $500 111,475 $77 8,575,000 3,901,625

  Totals:   42,875,000 19,508,125
 200 words per page, total words:111,475,000  

Average localization cost per page ($.25 per word) $35  

The per page localization costs drops by 30% over Word. 

Cost per page comparison

And for you visual learners out there, a picture, showing the cost reduction at 200 
words per page in each tool.

So why the reduction? Because of content reuse. FrameMaker lets you reuse content 
to some extent (generally I see clients reusing perhaps as much as 20% over Word 
and that’s the calculation I’m using here). The real bang for the buck happens when 
you move to topic-based authoring and leverage content reuse in a systematic way. 
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My clients see at least 30% content reuse (many see much more), so I’m using that 
number here.

But we’re not localizing

If you’re not localizing now, a best practice is to act like you will. In my experience, 
localization happens because a market opened and the content must be translated to 
the market language. Typically, a large contract depends on this. And the deadline 
is, well, now.

Now is too late to get the content ready. So you spend more money than you should 
and everyone gets upset at how much this cost.

You have to write as though you are going to translate, even if you’re not. Files that 
are not consistent in content, terms, styles, and so on cost you twice as much as I’m 
estimating here because the translators have to solve those problems as they 
translate.

As a happy side effect, even if you don’t translate for several years (or ever!), files 
that are ready are also generally easier for your customers to use. They have 
consistent language, terminology, structure, and are just overall of better quality. 
You don’t lose anything by making sure your content is ready, even if you never 
translate.
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Tools are not free
Moving to new content development tools that 
support the topic-based authoring paradigm costs 
money. Even free tools are not free. It costs money 
to:

 l purchase the tool (often but there are free open 
source tools)

 l train people

 l change the workflow/processes

 l migrate any legacy content you want to 
migrate

 l and so on.

And these are typically upfront costs, adding to the 
initial bottom line. The table below shows you generally the expected cost estimates 
for our group of 10 writers:

Line item cost per 10 
writers

Unstructured 
FrameMaker

Topic-based 
authoring

Enterprise non-
DITA tools

Purchase $10,000 $13,000 $30,000
Training for 7 staff, advanced 
for 3 $25,000 $25,000 $25,000

Redesign/recreate templates $5,000 $5,000 $20,000
Convert legacy content 
(20,000 pages) $35,000 $20,000 $20,000

Normalize imported content 
for re-use $25,000 $15,000 $15,000

Change workflow inside and 
outside group $15,000 $25,000 $25,000

Retrain other groups, such 
as reviewers $15,000 $15,000 $15,000

Totals: $105,000 $118,000 $150,000
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These numbers are not accurate, as I’m not focusing on a specific tool in 2 of the 
categories, but they are an average of the pricing I could find online for the tools. 
The non-tools costs are my cost expectations as a former docs manager/current 
consultant. So while the table is not accurate, it is rational.

Of course, if you move to DITA, it’s probably going to cost more. I don’t typically 
help clients move to DITA so I’m not including those numbers here. 

Adding to the above costs are the cost of a consultant, which I strongly recommend 
you hire. S/he is going to save you money by helping you avoid common mistakes 
and helping you to understand Best Practices and why. Consultants work with 
many different clients and know what’s working (or a crashing disaster!) with other 
groups in the world.

Why would you do this

This seems like a lot of money because it is. Worse, it’s all money you’re going to 
spend in the first 6 months, making your managers have a heart attack. But 
remember, you’re paying $8 million a year for these 10 writers to create content. You 
can add 1.5 to 2 more writers (and pay $85k/per writer fully loaded, per year, year 
after year) or you can work smarter.

But the idea of just getting more content is not always the argument that your 
management will like. You have to go for the business issues that show the pain.

Common pain points

What pain points do my clients typically have? Some or all of these issues (in no 
particular order) and all of them can have a dollar amount attached to them:

 l No standardization between any content a single writer creates, much less 
across content, even with the same writer.

 l Other writers may not (and typically do not) know what content other writers 
create.

 l No content reuse, except for cut and paste, which, while technically meeting 
the definition of content reuse, is not actually content reuse.

 l Localizing into more than 2 languages

 l Regulated industries with regulations changing quarterly and or annually so 
existing content needs to be updated to match the changed regulations.
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 l No style guide determining language or page layout, with the exceptions of 
basic branding and margins on the pages.

 l Writers spending 20% or more of their time making the pages look “good” and 
“interesting” to the users.

 l Content silos within silos within silos.

 l People using the content are shifting to tablets and other mobile devices in the 
coming year or two.
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Change Management
Douglas Adams said: “Change is good. You go first.”

Change management is one of the tougher parts of 
this process. The business case is clear, the money 
saved and the cost avoided is clear. What’s murky is 
how to change the processes to support the new 
content-development paradigm.

In other words: How do you get people to change how they do what they’re doing? There’s 
an entire industry on studying change management. We can take away some 
common-sense steps to help. For me, it’s always about setting expectations.

Internal to your content development team

Your content development team needs to buy into the new way of doing things. I 
don’t mean they’re going to sing happy songs, but they need to see that, while it’s 
going to be painful for a bit, this is a better way to do their jobs.

Typically, this goes more smoothly if you involve the team in the process of 
changing and helping to solve the change management issues. Make sure you 
support people who are nervous about the change so that they understand there is 
nothing to fear.

Understand that productivity is going to be hit for perhaps as long as 6 months 
while everyone gets up to speed. Consider implementing the new methods on a new 
project with the most confident or experienced person. Set those expectations with 
management.

Set your team up for success.
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And understand that some people can’t or won’t make the change. If, after, say, 6 
months, you have a team member still whining about how much better the old way 
was, it may be time for The Talk. Find out what they’re afraid of and make it clear 
that this is the way it’s done now. If, after a year, they still can’t make the change, it 
may be time to let them go. They may be very unhappy too.

External to your content development team

In my experience, the content development team is usually excited about a better 
way to work. They’re willing to examine and change processes to make things 
better.

The touchpoint groups typically are not as excited.

In my experience, the touchpoint groups are the hardest to change. For example, 
your reviewers are not usually happy with the review process in general. They don’t 
like it and find it a waste of their time. Asking them to change it just brings to mind 
how much they don’t like any part of it anyway.

But this group typically has to change as well.

For example, this group may say they prefer to review in Word, which may no 
longer be efficient for your team to create, since they no longer work in Word. But 
the reviewers don’t want to learn a new way. They like the old way that they never 
liked.

You may need a higher power

Getting this group on board can be tough. Some ways to help them with the change 
is to also get them involved in what a better process would involve. Make 
suggestions to them about new processes, based on what’s possible with the new 
tools. Make the process change about streamlining the review process to help them. 
Set the expectations.

At some point, you need management and higher-ups involved to make sure that 
the new processes work in the environment. Management can also help lay down 
the law, if needed. You hate to have to do that, but sometimes it’s required.
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Sharon Burton is a nationally recognized expert, public speaker, and instructor in 
the field of Customer Experience and Technical Communication. With 20 years of 
experience in the field, she has consulted with companies large and small, such as 
Pitney Bowes, Royal, and Hewlett Packard, to improve their product documentation 
and documentation workflow. 

Sharon has received numerous honors for her work, including the distinction of 
Associate Fellow by the Society for Technical Communication. 

Sharon is a PhD candidate in Cultural Anthropology and an adjunct professor at the 
University of California, Riverside, teaching technical communications to 
engineering majors and post-graduates. Also a sometimes newspaper columnist and 
essayist, her articles on life in Southern California have appeared in such periodicals 
as the Los Angeles Times, the Inland Empire Weekly and the Inland Valley Voice 
newspapers.

She can be reached at sharon@anthrobytes.com.

 

Her other books include 8 Steps to Amazing Webinars, Consumer Feelings about Product 
Instructions, 2012-2013, and contributor to The Language of Content Strategy. All these 
books are available from most online book retailers, such as Amazon and Barnes and 
Noble. 
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