Product documentation

for the end user

By Robert D. Grossman
A professional-looking “owner’'s man-
ual” is certainly beneficial to your cus-
tomer, but it can also dramatically
affect your company’s image, reputa-

tion and bottom line.

Ascontractors, project managt
or other technical professionals,
are trained in the fine art of den-
ing, installing, troubleshooting ar
turning over large electronicss-

tems to proud and anxious custom

The feeling is much like a doct
delivering a baby

Something wonderful has been gi\
to its parents. However, the m
frequent complaint also parallels tl
of the new Mom and Dad: “Doest
this thing come with an owner
manual?

Project documentation arguably
the most important part of an insa-
tion. When done properly, it can re
enomous benefits for your compar
the customer and the people hirel
opeiate and maintain the system
you simply hook everything up, ha
over the owner’s meuals piovided
by the maufacturer, and send
salesperson around to sell arvice
contract in a few weeks, you do all
these people a disservice. And \
hurt your business far more than y
imagine

Putting the proper items into yo
system’s “owner’s meual” is cer-
tainly beneficial to your custome
but projerly prepared documentati
is also beneficial to the contractor
can drimatically affect your cm-
pany’s image, reputation and bott
line.

Myths

First, let's explode a few myth
The most commc myth: “We don’t
have time to prepare all of that re-
rial.” Nonsense. By carefully fn-
ning this “owner’s manual” from th
start as aother part of the projec
you'll save time (and money) on-
stallation and you'll eliminate tr
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time and expense of wanty service
calls that are merely “hand holdin

The second myth: “We’ll give ot
Secrets away to our competitior
Again, this belief is foolish. Yot
compeition probably knows all c
your <«crets they care to know. Dor
you know quite a bit abothem?
And even if they were interested
copying the way you do things, th
puts them a step behind y— not a
bad place for them to b

The final myth: “We don’t knov
how. We’'re contractors, not puth-
ing conpanies.” This one takes
little more work. With the advent
the personal computer and the la:
printer, anyone can turn out prs-
siona-looking work. There ar
plenty of good books and articlon
desktop publishing that can quicl
get you up to speed in thepearanct
department. As for content, that p.
is all in your head. After all, that
why you were hire:

A selling tool

An “owner’'s manual” on a stem
can be a viuable esource for te
customer and an ongoing sales 1
for the cottractor or installe. It
should be attraive and thorougt
answering any qution the custome
might have on the use and repai

the system, and it should be in ir-
mat the customer would be prouc
pull off the shelf and show to I-
leagues. An impissive binder, prett
drawings and complete charts ¢
tables are grhaps more importal
after the sale than before. The ini
proposal can, at best, sell one syst
a well-written and produce
“owner’s menual’ can sell many job
down the roa¢

It doesn’t need to be agjor pio-
ject to produce this book. You hac
do most of the work to design, t
and install the proje. Such inforna-
tion as spedcétions, warranty
statements andrvice procedure
canbe poduced as “boilerplate,
with minor customization on a worc
processor to reflect a partlar job.

A word about the format. I-
though custom binding (spi-bound
or other publihing formats) might a
first blush appear the most prs-
sional, | beliee a -ring binder car
be the most pracal. It allows for
frequent changes, it can easily
updated as the jobogresses, and
permits the use of many differe
page size—just fold larger sheets
fit into the book. The binder cano-
gress as thjob moves along and y«
add documents as they are crea
When the project is compleiso i¢

Sell it with tables

When you include the charts, tables and schedules needed for the job, you're
doing more than presenting valuable information. You're also showing the time
and effort you put into the job. Here’s some examples of tables that can be in-

cluded in a system “owner’'s manual”:

* Input schedule: Where do the signals when we must complete warranty re-

come from? Make sure you include the
following information:

Video systems: input number, location,
type (tape, color camera, quad), model
number, type of lens, type of housing,
and any comments.

—Audio systems: source (microphone,
tape, VCR, telephone), location, model,
and other criteria.

* Output schedule: Where do the sig-

nals go? List monitors, recorders, ampli-

fiers, speaker locations, etc.

» Control devices: Where are they and
to what are they connected?

List keypads, control panels, volume
controls, dimmers, etc.

* H VAC requirements: All systems
throw off heat, and we all get upset

pairs out of our pockets because the
room got too hot. If you specify ideal
operating temperatures and the amount
of heat dissipation required, you can
avoid many problems down the road.

» Cable requirements: What type of
wire will you be using or providing?
Most customers prefer that you specify
the type and a Manufacturers part num-
ber — most can be crossed to another
manufacturer, but the added clarifica-
tion can prevent mistakes. List each
type of wire, “to “and “from “locations,
the type of signal (data, video, line-
level, power, etc.), and the number of
runs. A table can also be provided to
show your numbering system.
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the binder

Appeerance is important, but
should not be cc-prohibitive. Inex-
pensive -ring binders that allow
cover page to be slipped behin
clear plasc pocket allow a world ¢
customization.nclude your logo, th:
customer’s logo and the job nar
Make it look like something speci:
Use different color paper for ditr-
ent sections, along with colore
numbered or labeled index tabs. |
to know the peple at your local prin
shop, or browse the office supy
store for idea

The same manual can bem-
pleted in three phases: proposn-
stallation an as-built. When the jol
is speified, much of the documea-
tion ottlined in this article mustl-
ready beprepared. An appropria
cover makes it a neat and attrac
bid package

As installation begins, more ne-
rial is generated and can be inclut
and passed out to the technicians
installers as an “installation manue
ercouraging them to documerdds
and changes by writing them in th
books. At the close of the proje
collect the books, make your-built
documenttion reflect the change
that have been marked in them, i
print your final documentatio

Elements of the manual

Althoughthe format for sucla
bock varie« for each job, includin
personal taste, I'll outline a formi
that | have used ccessfully. Fee
free to embdish, change or enhan
to suit your apjication and busine:
style, but bware of too much of
good thing Try to avoid turning thi
into “library shelf” material, wher
everyone wants it on the shelf td-
mire the spine but tbody looks n-
side. Remember, if it isn’t shovoff,
it’s not doing its entire job. Mot
about that late

o The specification: The first

section othisopus is generally th
first document created for the je—
the specifcation. This part may hay
been witten by your company if
was a “esign and install” job, or i
might be a published list of reqge-
ments povided by the customer
solicit bids. In any case, the spi-
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cation should be updated as the
progresses to reflect changes-
hancements or additions to the

As a part of the specification, st:
whai the system will do and how
will do it, and clearly spell out ho
the system can be enhanced ax-
panded. What features can be adi
what capbilities are not being use
to their best advantage, and w
opportunities are available for e-
gration wth other sytems? By spil-
ing these things out, you creat
“silent salesperson,’ one who il-
ways there when needed and ne
asks for a cmmission checl

e Tables and lists: The sicond
section should be all of the char
tables and scldules needed r the
job, plus a cmplete eqipment list.
Actually, these first two «ctions
could camprise the oriinal bid for
the job. These pages must be rouc
out tobid the job in the first plac
Why not show the citomer all of
that time and effort? Includey
additional tables you genera along
the way— HVAC requirements fo
the rack room, wire substitutic
charts, whtever. Put it in. The mor:
the merriel

e Drawings: Third, and mos
impartant, comes the drawings. Tl
is the section your customers v
turn to first, exarine under a mag-
fying glass, and show to their frien
aswciates and cowoers— your
future customers. If your field cw-
ings are usually done on a legal |
or the back of a napkin and thrown
a file (manila or circular), it's me to
clean up your act. Have them dra
up and make them attractive; you
creating more of the famed lent
salesprson.’

For these drawings to fit into tl
notebook format, they should be t-
ted or copied onto 11" x 17’ papt
punched and folded fit the binder.
Unless a cntract calls for large
sizes, in which case | just plot the
again (see the sidebar, “Always
CAD?"), | plan for my drawings t
be that size, splitting more compl
drawings into smaller ones if neec

Many drawings on laier sheet:
are not easier to read. They're |
harder to unfold and keep track of
the field. Technicians performing t

Always use CAD?

If you are not already using a CAD
system for all of your drawings, you
could be wasting a lot of time and
money. Although it might be simpler
to draw a neat sketch of a circuit and
photocopy it with a title block, a CAD
investment is the gift that keeps on
giving, outside of the technical rea-
sons we all know.

First, you might need to plot these
drawings in several sizes. Some jobs
require C- and D-sized prints, but
smaller ones are easier to work with,
fax, mail and include in the “owner’s
manual.” You can always reduce a
large drawing, but it is simpler to
print a quick copy on your office
printer in the size you need. A good
24-pin, dot-matrix, wide-carriage
printer can produce 11’ x 17’ sheets
that can be easily duplicated on
standard copiers.

It is also much easier (and neater)
to revise a CAD drawing than a
sketch or hand drawing, which
means you’re more likely to note the
changes and understand them later.
Often a brilliant revision or en-
hancement is thrown by the wayside
because it was too much trouble to
mark it down.

The biggest cost savings are future
paybacks. Once your drawings are
computerized and neatly stored as
magnetic pulses, they’re yours for
the plucking. Have another job that
needs that nifty power distribution
panel you dreamed up over fried
chicken last year? Need a rack ele-
vation for a distributed sound system
amp rack? Pull it up on the screen,
change the customer’s name, make
a few revisions to protect the inno-
cent, and presto! Your customer will
marvel at your speedy, efficient ser-
vice and will figure that you pulled an
all-nighter. Only your pillowcase will
know for sure.

actual irstallation want to pull .
drawing out of their back pockets
tape it inside te racks they’re wiring
for easy reference. If your custom
have to clear a desk and unfol
drawing that looks like a New Jers
road map, you can bet they won't
it often.

e Equipment list: The nexi
section hould be an equipment li
of all items used on the job. In -
tion to the major equment, this list
should alsonclude wire, connectol
and cable tie— all of the miscea-
neous hardware items you can tre
Pricing doesn’t need to becluded;

Decembe 20, 199:



justlist the manufacturer, mod
number, part number, a brief des-
tion, and the quantity used on the |

The reason is simple: You arev-
ing your cistomers a catalog to u:
when plicing additional rders, n-
hancing, modifying or adding to tl
system. Ilfyou make it that conn-
ient for them to find thisnformation,
it's a safe bet that they'll also call t
phone nmber on the bottom of th.
page for first crack at the next ord
and that’s all we can as

On a smaller jol this sectior
could also inclue equipment c*-
sheets and manuals, but bewar
overfilling the notebook. If you hay
a lot of operator and service manu
create as many additional binders
needed, with matching covers, ¢
use them. The project “owner’s n-
ual” is for the irstallatior, not the
hardware, and ti client will never
refer to it if he can't lift it off the
desk

¢ Put it on disk: The final sc-

tion is all of the above on disk. Or
pocket page, include diskettes of
material in its native file formatn-
clude cpies f any software tha
came with the equipment. (Che
with the equipment manufturer
before wplicating, but in most cas:
the sotware is worthless without tf
equpment, and the customer
already bought the equipmer

The disks allow your (stomersto
update their own tables, charts ¢
drawings as they make change:w-
ing you the aggravatioiln reality,
most custimers will never evelook
at the disks, but they will like havir
themavalable. Including them in th
paclage adds value by showing yt
customers your cncern for theiru-
ture, without really costing muc
more than a few dollars for blal
diskettesBe sure to use nar-brand
floppies; nobody trusts a “-name”
disk with such valable informatior

When it’s finished, this “owner’
manual” should look gnificant— it
should look the many hours of wc
that went into it. But, after preparii
it, don’t just drop it in the nil. You
should present it. eview the mee-
rial in detail with youicustomers an
whatever pesonnel they think isp-
propriate. Show them where to lo
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for part numbers, what the sig-
flow diagrams are for, what futu
opportunities you have left opermnd
where your phone number is locat
When revisions are made liver and
update each of the custom: copies
of the noebook

Give your customers the sense
pride you put into the design a
installation of the system, and t
knowledge they need pass it on t
others. They’re as proud as you
— they paid the bill. By handling th
part of the job with the care ant-
tention you gave the rest of theo-
ject, you will generate a book tf
will turn your customers into yot
best salespeoy.

Grossman is a project manager Sensr-
matic Electronics Industrial Division, Levs-
ville, TX.
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